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ABSTRACT  

Providing equitable and effective English literacy education for Indigenous 

students learning English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) is a 

longstanding challenge for education reformers in the Northern Territory of 

Australia. In 2004, in an unprecedented attempt to change the teaching practices of 

700 teachers and rapidly improve the English literacy achievement of 10,000 

Indigenous students in 100 mostly remote schools, the Australian and Northern 

Territory governments committed to scaling-up Accelerated Literacy. By the end of 

2009, when funding for scaling-up AL ceased, these metrics were reportedly met 

however the more ambitious goals of accelerating students’ English literacy 

achievement and sustaining system-wide change proved difficult to achieve. 

Although scaling-up English literacy reform is on the rise no research currently 

exists that examines the process in Australian Indigenous contexts from the 

perspectives of the reformers involved. Attempts to scale-up education reform 

elsewhere show that it is a dynamic and multidimensional process shaped by 

reformers.  

To understand and explain reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL I adopted 

constructivist grounded theory methods and the theoretical lens of symbolic 

interactionism. To collect rich data I interviewed 34 reformers using intensive 

interviewing techniques and obtained hundreds of documents from the reformers. 

Through a process of coding, memo writing, diagramming and constant comparison 

I analysed the data and uncovered the underlying meanings reformers ascribed to 

scaling-up AL. From this I constructed conceptual frameworks and a substantive 

theory grounded in the data to explain reformers’ experiences.  



 

viii 

This research found that scaling-up AL was experienced by reformers as a 

political and ideological quest to overcome the legacies of a history of Indigenous 

education policy and practice failure, experienced in six evolving phases: 1) 

Indigenous education, a history of failure?; 2) grasping AL as the solution; 3) 

scaling-up a pilot project; 4) faltering implementation; 5) improving 

implementation; and 6) winding down. The phases explain how reformers shaped the 

process of scaling-up AL as they adapted to contingencies according to their 

contested beliefs about English literacy approaches for Indigenous students learning 

EAL/D and conflicting conceptions of scaling-up. This resulted in disunity, and in 

turn, ineffective implementation. These findings point to a need for collaborative 

approaches to scaling-up English literacy reform in Indigenous education contexts 

that cut across all levels of implementation and enable reformers to examine how 

they shape process.   
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION   

In this chapter I establish a rationale to conduct this study of reformers’ 

experiences of scaling-up Accelerated Literacy in the Northern Territory (2004-

2009) (henceforth scaling-up AL). First, I provide background information about 

Accelerated Literacy implementation, outcomes, theory and practice. I then describe 

my involvement in scaling-up AL, both as a teacher and later as an evaluator of its 

implementation at scale, and my motivation to conduct this study. Next, I provide a 

preliminary review of the major concepts and definitions of scaling-up education 

reform, professional learning and teacher change. I then define the research problem 

and explain how this research aims to extend current knowledge about the social 

process of scaling-up to reform English literacy education for Indigenous students 

learning English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) and attending 

remote Northern Territory schools. In the final part of this chapter I justify the key 

terminology I use throughout this thesis and provide an overview of the thesis.  

1.1 Background    

1.1.1 Accelerated Literacy implementation history  

Between 1998 and 2003 Scaffolding Literacy (the precursor to Accelerated 

Literacy) was implemented in 22 mostly remote and regional schools in Western 

Australia, South Australia and Queensland (Gray, 2006). Most of the students in 

these schools were Indigenous and were learning EAL/D. It was called the 

Scaffolding Literacy with Indigenous children in schools project. Participating 

students in years 1-7 consistently showed gains in reading achievement, measured by 

the Individual Level assessment (IL) and Tests of Reading Comprehension 

(TORCH) (ACER, 2003) and in particular students who were more than two years 
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behind benchmark standards (Creswell, Underwood, Withers & Adams, 2002; 

Department of Education, Science and Training [DEST], 2003; Gray, Cowey & 

Axford, 2003; Gray & Cowey, 2005a, p. 10).  

In 2001 the Northern Territory commenced a ‘trial’ of Scaffolding Literacy 

in six primary and secondary schools located in regional, remote and very remote 

areas (Gray, Cowey, McGrath and Axford, 2003; Gray, 2006; Northern Territory 

Department of Employment, Education and Training [NTDEET], 2003). This was 

called the Northern Territory Scaffolding Literacy pilot. Participating students were 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous, in years 3-8, and their reading ages were more than 

two years below benchmark (Gray, 2006). Many of the Indigenous students were 

learning EAL/D. Gray et al. (2003) described the “pre-test” and “post-test” results of 

Individual Reading Level (IL) assessment for the 250 participating Indigenous 

students as “dramatic” (p. 6) and NTDEET (2003) reported that student progress in 

reading and comprehension “for the majority of students have been outstanding” (p. 

9). Gray (2006) reported that on average, gains in reading achievement exceeded 

what would normally be expected in one year. This data suggested that participating 

students were not only learning to read but were also catching up.  

In 2004, in an attempt to transform English literacy education for Indigenous 

students in Northern Territory schools, the Australian and Northern Territory 

governments committed to a “system-wide rollout” of Accelerated Literacy (Hon. 

Brendon Nelson, 2004, 5
th

 April). The Australian government contributed $6 million 

and NTDEET contributed $8.5 million to “expand” the implementation of 

Accelerated Literacy and “develop strategies, systems and processes to embed and 

sustain the methodology across the NT” (NTDEET, 2006, p. 63).  
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According to Gray (2014), Scaffolding Literacy was renamed because the 

title Accelerated Literacy clearly expressed and communicated “a major goal of the 

pedagogy” (p. 5). That is, to rapidly improve English literacy achievement. Indeed, 

scaling-up AL was an ambitious attempt to change the teaching practices of 700 

teachers and accelerate the literacy achievement of 10,000 “high-need Indigenous 

students (90% of whom are in remote areas) in 100 Territory schools” (Hon. 

Brendon Nelson, 2004, April 5). The timeframe for scaling-up AL was 2005-2008 

however this was later extended until the end of 2009 (Northern Territory 

Department of Education and Training, [NTDET] 2010a). By this time it was 

expected that Accelerated Literacy pedagogy would be “entrenched” in schools and 

system-wide support for implementation would be reduced (Hon. Brendon Nelson, 

2004, April 5). This was the first time that the Australian and/or Northern Territory 

governments had mandated the implementation of English literacy pedagogy at scale 

to reform Indigenous education.  

At the end of 2009, when funding for scaling-up AL ceased, the 

implementation metrics were reported as being met. Over the five years AL had been 

implemented in 100 schools, 700 teachers had been trained and 10,000 students had 

participated in the program. Bureaucratically and politically scaling-up AL was 

viewed as a success. However, more ambitious goals had proven difficult to achieve. 

According to an evaluation of the implementation of Accelerated Literacy in the 

Northern Territory conducted by Robinson et al. (2009) the goals of scaling-up 

AL—accelerating and sustaining the literacy achievement of participating students—

were met with varying degrees of success. For example, the evaluation highlighted 

sub-populations where standardised assessment had shown significant student 
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improvement and other sub-populations of students who had not progressed. 

Significantly, Robinson et al. (2009) reported a “bifurcation in outcomes between 

urban and remote contexts” (p. 11). For example, of the 1,657 Indigenous students 

attending remote schools who had annualised Individual Reading Level (IL) test 

scores (57.3% of the total sample), 19% achieved an overall reading rate of .95 

reading years per year (p. 8). This was compared to “46% for other sub samples of 

students” (p. 127). Robinson et al. (2009) also found that Accelerated Literacy was 

not effective for young or older readers who had not yet learned to decode. 

While the implementation metrics had been met, schools were at different 

stages of implementation and the goal of capacity building was ongoing. Many 

teachers had not received the amount of training required to support effective 

practice and felt unprepared to effectively implement the full Accelerated Literacy 

teaching sequence (Robinson et al., 2009). Hence, the goals of accelerating and 

sustaining the literacy progress of Indigenous students attending remote Northern 

Territory schools were not achieved. When compared to the unprecedented success 

reported during the Scaffolding Literacy in Indigenous schools project and the 

Northern Territory Accelerated Literacy pilot the uneven implementation and varied 

levels of student achievements suggest that scaling-up AL was a complex 

undertaking.   

1.1.2 Accelerated Literacy theory and practice    

The aim of Accelerated Literacy was to improve the English literacy 

achievement of Indigenous students (Gray, 2006). Gray (2007) described 

Accelerated Literacy as an “inclusive and academically focused” teaching 
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methodology underpinned by socio-cultural theories of learning language which 

posit that meaning making is shaped by society and culture (p. 4). Gray (2007) 

reported that during Accelerated Literacy lessons  theories of discourse (Edwards & 

Mercer, 1987; Gee, 1991) and the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978) 

were put into practice using strategies of tutoring (Bruner, 1986; Wood, Bruner & 

Ross, 1976) and conceptualised through a metaphor of scaffolding.    

Gee (1991, p. 33) described discourse as “a socio-culturally distinctive and 

integrated way of thinking, acting, interacting, talking and valuing, connected with a 

particular social identity or role” and pointed to the discourse of schooling as an 

example of this. Building on this, Gray (2007) defined discourse as the connection 

between language, thought, particular social roles in cultural contexts, and the 

capacity of language learners to create meaning within the context (p. 7). Gray 

(2007) asserted that learning to read requires an understanding of the particular ways 

of thinking implicit in the text, and the ways authors use language to convey this 

meaning. He claimed that Indigenous students don’t usually arrive at school with the 

“discourse understandings” needed to access academic-literate texts and were 

therefore marginalized (p. 35). Along these lines, Cowey (2005) argued that it is the 

teachers’ role to orient students’ thinking from one discourse context to another in 

order to “highlight the unique nature of school classrooms and the interactions that 

occur between students and teachers in those contexts” (p. 4). Both Cowey (2005) 

and Gray (2007) claimed that it was through these interactions that meaning about 

academic-literate discourse, and that of the text being studied, was developed and 

that this enabled Aboriginal students to learn to read.  
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The conceptual tool that enabled teachers of Accelerated Literacy to access 

the academic-literate discourse of school texts was Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of 

child development, and in particular the zone of proximal development  (ZPD) 

(Cowey, 2005; Gray & Cowey, 2005a; Gray, 2007). This theory posits that 

children’s unseen potential development exists ahead of their actual development. 

This potential development can be harnessed through interaction with more skilled 

or experienced children and/or adults. Vygotsky (1978) defined the ZPD as:  

… the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by 

independent problem solving and the potential development as determined through 

problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers 

(p. 86).  

Scaffolding is a metaphor that guided this interaction (Axford, Harders & 

Wise, 2009). This was conceptualised using the theory of “tutoring” developed by 

Bruner (1986) and Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976) who argued that learning occurred 

when a more experienced other provided initial maximum support as the learner 

gradually took over responsibility for the task. In the context of Scaffolding Literacy, 

Gray (2007) viewed the teacher as the tutor whose role was to negotiate access to the 

discourse goals. This involved making available to students the conceptual resources 

needed to understand the intent and purpose of the learning task as well as the 

literate mindset of a successful reader.   

The theories of academic-literate discourse, ZPD and tutoring were translated 

into practice through the application of the Accelerated Literacy teaching sequence 

strategies (Cowey; 2005; Gray, 2007). The five teaching strategies were literate 
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orientation, transformations, spelling, joint reconstructed writing and writing and 

these were usually followed sequentially.   

Two concepts first developed by Bruner (1986) shaped the design of the 

teaching strategies: loan of consciousness and formats. Formats were routines where 

the adult and child jointly constructed the text through carefully scaffolded 

interaction. Gray (2007) asserted that access to discourse goals could be achieved 

when a teacher “loaned their consciousness” of the discourse context through the use 

of “formats that are sequenced as teaching routines” (p. 16). Gray (2007) defined 

“formats” as “…contexts that are organised and allow repeated exploration of 

discourse goals…that allows for expansion of focus and eventual control by the 

students themselves (transfer)” (pp. 16-17). He claimed that by using formats 

teachers actively and positively invited students to draw on “loaned” resources and 

from this jointly construct a shared “knowledge base” from which to progress to 

higher levels of interaction and understanding” (2007, p. 18).  

The AL sequence was designed to enable teachers to lead students through a 

series of formats sequenced as teaching routines that had targeted outcomes that 

related to various aspects of academic-literate discourse. They achieved this by 

developing common understandings and knowledge in one format and building on 

this in the next. The specific goals changed for each stage of the sequence each 

lesson, depending on the lesson focus.  

Specific questioning strategies were employed throughout the AL teaching 

sequence. Cowey (2005) asserted that through the use of pre-formulated questions 

and re-conceptualisation of students’ responses teachers were able to broadcast 
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common knowledge and invite students into the discourse. As students became 

familiar with the text, handover of common knowledge was achieved and the teacher 

modified the questioning accordingly. A deep awareness of individual difference 

was needed for teachers to effectively employ the questioning techniques.  

Gray (2007) argued that the recursive nature of the AL learning sequence 

enabled the teacher to move from focusing attention and showing the task is possible 

to eventually handing over parts of the task as the student mastered them. Transfer of 

control of the literate discourse took place within a lesson from one format to the 

next. Gray (2007) explained:  

…the NALP teaching sequence is far more than a series of activity steps that 

teachers, naive to the teaching and learning processes involved, can lead students 

through...scaffolding can be applied to achieve the kind of transformations in 

thinking required to shift orientation from one discourse context to another (pp. 33 – 

35).  

Gray (2007) asserted that access to high level academic literate discourse was 

achieved through intense engagement with age-appropriate literate texts’ within 

students’ ZPD (Vygotsky 1978). He believed that narrative texts were the most 

effective models for teaching how literate discourse works as these include 

“abstraction of concepts and images…through the careful manipulation of word and 

grammar choices” (2007, p. 8). The class focused on the same text for every lesson 

until the students could read it with support (Cowey, 2005; Gray, 2007).   

Scaffolding strategies employed by teachers included explicitly outlining the 

purpose of a lesson; modelling the meta-cognitive processes of a literate person 

engaging with a text; and directing students’ attention to the linguistic and literary 
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aspects of a text in order to enable readers to form a meaningful interpretation 

(Cowey, 2005; Gray, 2007). Cowey (2005) claimed that this enabled students to 

build a literate understanding of an age-appropriate text and in turn, develop the 

knowledge and skills that underpin fluent reading.  

In Accelerated Literacy lessons all students in a class (of similar age) were 

“scaffolded” to achieve the same learning goals at each stage of the teaching 

sequence (Gray, 2007, p. 28). To achieve this, teachers organised the teaching 

sequence through a well-considered “explicit and supportive classroom interaction 

process…that is systematic and inclusive” (Gray, 2007, p. 5).      

Integral to the effectiveness of scaffolding literacy was the teacher’s 

familiarity with the text; knowledge of the language features, conventions and 

structures that enable authors to create meaning; and a deep understanding of what 

students know about the text (Cowey, 2005; Gray, 2007). Drawing on their deep 

knowledge of the theories that underpin the Accelerated Literacy teaching sequence 

strategies teachers were expected to carefully plan and orchestrate highly inclusive 

interaction sequences around the text (National Accelerated Literacy Program 

[NALP], 2009b).   

1.1.3 Accelerated Literacy teaching sequence strategies  

Literate orientation  

Literate orientation was the beginning of the teaching sequence and where 

the teacher shared the “ground rules” of literacy in relation to the text they are 

studying (NALP, 2009b, p. 3). According to Cowey (2005) the orientation to literate 

discourse was the most fundamental aspect of Accelerated Literacy because of the 
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way it “highlights the unique nature of school classrooms and the interactions that 

occur between students and teachers in those contexts” (p. 4). Literate orientation 

changed over time as students develop control of the literate discourse and 

eventually achieved handover of the text. The shared understanding that was 

developed in previous lessons was used as a resource for the lesson (NALP, 2009b, 

p. 3). Literate orientation had two parts: low order and high order.  

Low order literate orientation  

The focus of the low order literate orientation was to develop common 

knowledge about the language and content of the text and to “bring meaning to 

words” (NALP, 2009b, p. 4). During the low order literate orientation, teachers 

prepared students to understand the discourse by “modeling a literate interpretation 

of the text including its illustrations” (NALP, 2009b, p. 4). They did this by 

uncovering the author’s language choices and how they used language to achieve 

meaning. The teacher also modelled fluent reading. As common knowledge about 

the text was developed the low order literate orientation was reduced.       

High order literate orientation 

The focus of the high order literate orientation was to examine the words the 

author used to construct meaning. The teacher systematically modelled this and 

supported students to examine the author’s techniques, style and possible 

interpretations and effects of the writing. Building on the low order literate 

orientation, the teacher continued to develop common knowledge about words and 

phrases in specific parts of the text; and the meaning and function they had in the 

text (NALP, 2009b, p. 5). To achieve this, the teacher focused on passages of text 
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and used a range of strategies to support students to identify words and phrases. The 

class also read the passage together and the teacher modelled fluent reading. The 

teacher provided support until the students read the passage of text independently. 

Common knowledge about the text developed during high order literate orientation 

was shared and negotiated (NALP, 2009b, p. 5).    

Transformations 

The focus of transformations was to redirect students’ orientation from a 

reader looking for meaning to that of a writer examining another writer’s techniques 

and style. The teacher built comprehension of the sentence so all students could 

understand the inferences contained in the wording (NALP, 2009b). Drawing on the 

knowledge developed during the high order literate orientation and previous 

transformations, teachers and students examined how the author constructed the 

story (staging, language features and conventions) so that the writer’s technique 

could emerge.  

In early years’ classes word recognition and one-to-one correspondence were 

developed during transformations. For students who had developed decoding skills, 

the teacher explained and demonstrated how the author used word order, structured 

the text, used parts of speech (e.g. noun groups, verb groups, phrases, references and 

prepositions) and punctuation to achieve an effect or purpose (NALP, 2009b). 

During transformations, “shared understanding grows and develops around the text 

and both the teacher and the students learn from each other” (NALP, 2009b, p. 9).  
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Spelling  

The focus of spelling was to analyse words and develop decoding 

knowledge. General goals of spelling included: being able to correctly visualise and 

spell chunks of words and whole words; to develop spelling patterns and the sounds 

of these patterns; and an understanding of the history and meaning of words (NALP, 

2009b). Students needed to be able to identify necessary words out of context prior 

to spelling activities therefore spelling words were chosen from those used during 

the transformations stage (NALP, 2009b, p. 12).  

Joint reconstructed writing 

The goal of joint reconstructed writing was to reconstruct the text using the 

author’s words. Here, the teacher modelled how to use the words from spelling in 

writing. During the joint reconstructed writing stage, the teacher and students 

analysed the choices the author made in their writing and how these related to 

structure and purpose. They use the text from transformations and spelling so that 

they can draw on the classes’ shared knowledge of what the text means (NALP, 

2009b).  

Writing 

There were two stages to the writing component of Accelerated Literacy: 

jointly constructed (scaffolded) writing and independent writing. It was during the 

writing stage that students drew on the resources loaned to them in the previous 

stages to “model their writing on the writing of expert authors” and apply the 

techniques to their own writing (NALP, 2009b, p. 14).  
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Jointly constructed writing (scaffolded writing—high support) 

The general goal of jointly constructed writing was to use a text structure that 

had been the focus of transformations and reconstructed writing to jointly construct a 

new piece of writing. To achieve this, the teacher scaffolded and modelled the text 

structure, language features and conventions. They explained and modelled writing 

techniques and strategies employed by the author and students identified these 

techniques (NALP, 2009b).    

Independent writing  

As students took control of the common knowledge and learned to think and 

write like authors of academic-literate texts, they applied this knowledge to their 

independent writing. The general goal of independent writing was to incorporate new 

knowledge of writing techniques to produce independently written texts. As students 

created new texts, teachers reinforced learning (NALP, 2009b).    

1.1.4 Assessing learning in Accelerated Literacy 

In the classroom, teachers drew from a range of assessment methods to 

inform teaching and learning. These included: Working Level (WL) and Individual 

Level (IL) reading assessments (NALP); Tests of Reading Comprehension 

(TORCH) (ACER, 2003); writing assessment; word recognition and spelling 

checklist; early reader checklist; observation survey of early literacy development 

(Clay, 1993); and the Yopp Singer test of phonemic segmentation (Yopp Singer, 

1988; 1995). Education reformers favoured IL and TORCH assessments and the 

aggregated data gathered from these to measure the effectiveness of the program and 

its implementation.    



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

14 

 

Working Level (WL) observational reading test  

Working Level (WL) and Individual Level (IL) assessment methods assessed 

reading accuracy and in particular the ability to decode seen texts (WL) and unseen 

texts (IL). Both WL and IL assessments were described as observational running 

records and provided an opportunity for teachers to observe the strategies students 

used as they decoded age-appropriate texts. The strategies employed by students and 

their reading behaviours were recorded on a specially designed recording sheet 

(NALP, 2009a; 2009b).    

The Working Level (WL) test assessed student’s reading accuracy on a text 

they studied in class with teacher support. The WL provided a window on students’ 

“potential to learn” within their zone of proximal development (ZPD) (NALP, 

2007a, p. 24). The National Accelerated Literacy Program (NALP) suggested that 

performance on WL texts could predict improvements in IL scores—that is, a 

student’s zone of actual development (ZAD) (2007a). While this claim is largely 

untested, because the WL is theoretically informed by the notion of the ZPD, it was 

an essential element of the approach.  

Conducting WL assessment enabled the teacher to monitor students’ 

developing understanding of the meaning of the text and their decoding skills in 

relation to previous lesson goals. Working Level assessment also informed future 

teaching and learning. Ideally, a student’s WL was assessed at least twice while a 

text was being studied (NALP, 2007a, p. 25). The WL was conducted using the same 

procedure as for the IL test. That is, the student read the text without assistance while 
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the teacher recorded reading behaviour and the percentage of words correctly 

decoded (Mullin, 2009, p, 26).   

Individual Level (IL) observational reading test  

 The Individual Level (IL) reading test assessed reading progress for students 

in their first year at school and beyond. It was a test of reading accuracy on unseen 

texts (Mullin, 2009, p. 16). The texts used for IL testing were from the PM 

Benchmark Kit 2 (Smith & Randell 2002; Smith, Nelley & Croft, 2010). These texts 

were levelled: early transition, late transition and then years 1–8 (Mullin, 2009, p. 

17) and were tested for reliability (Mullin, 2009, p. 10). As students read an unseen 

text the teacher recorded words read incorrectly and not self-corrected, words 

omitted and words inserted (Mullin, 2009, pp. 19–20). They also added comments to 

the recording sheet about students’ orientation to reading, fluency, use of meaning, 

decoding skills and other relevant reading behaviour (Mullin, 2009a, pp. 19–20). 

The IL score reflected the percentage of words a student had decoded 

correctly reading an unseen text. A student whose score was lower than 90% was 

considered unsuccessful at that level and described as “cognitively overloaded” 

(Mullin, 2009, p. 24). Students who couldn’t decode 90% of a transition-level text 

were described as non-readers. It was recommended that Individual Level 

assessment was conducted upon entry and exit into the program or every 12 months 

to enable comparison (Mullin, 2009a, p. 23).  

Tests of reading comprehension 

The Tests of Reading Comprehension (TORCH) (ACER, 2003) were used to 

assess the level of reading comprehension for students in years 3–7 (NALP, 2007a, 
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p. 11). The TORCH comprised of 12 graded texts that each had an answer sheet. The 

graded texts were passages of fiction and non-fiction text that are between 200 and 

900 words, depending on the year level. After reading the text the student completed 

a sheet with missing words. Raw scores were converted to a “scale score” (Mullin, 

2009, p. 33) to estimate students’ reading levels and also enable comparison of 

scores). It was recommended that TORCH assessment be conducted upon entry and 

exit into the program or every 12 months to enable comparison (Mullin, 2009a).       

1.1.5 My involvement and motivation for this study  

I first became aware of Scaffolding Literacy in 2001 when I was a teacher at 

a remote Indigenous community school in Western Australia. The school decided to 

join the Scaffolding Literacy project. I enthusiastically adopted Scaffolding Literacy 

to teach reading to the junior secondary class; a group of bright and eager 13–17 year 

olds who were learning English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D). 

Many students in the junior secondary class were beginning readers and none were 

reading at an age-appropriate level. Although I was a novice teacher of Scaffolding 

Literacy, students who had previously been disengaged during reading lessons were 

now engaged and eager to participate. After using the strategies outlined in the 

Scaffolding Literacy teaching sequence for a school term, ALL students were 

reading age-appropriate texts albeit with different levels of support. Almost two 

decades later I vividly remember the day when 14-year-old Angus—previously a 

beginning reader—read an age-appropriate text for the first time. Angus was one of 

many Indigenous students who participated in the Scaffolding Literacy project, and 

after a decade of attending school, learned to read an age appropriate text in English.  
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In 2006 I once again became involved with Scaffolding Literacy—now re-

named Accelerated Literacy—when I joined the team at Charles Darwin University 

(CDU) to evaluate its implementation in the Northern Territory (Robinson et al., 

2009). In my role as Field Research Coordinator I led the team who designed the 

observation of teaching practices schedule, the focus group interviews and 

implementation surveys, and collected the data. I also led the team responsible for 

the qualitative analysis of the data. I personally visited 17 schools where I observed a 

total of 53 Accelerated Literacy lessons and conducted focus group interviews with 

teachers, principals and the Accelerated Literacy Professional Learning Team. I also 

co-authored the report: Accelerated Literacy program in the Northern Territory, 

2004–2008, Implementation and Outcomes: Final Evaluation Report (Robinson et 

al., 2009).   

I was initially enthusiastic about scaling-up AL. Accelerated Literacy had 

shown that it “worked” in remote Indigenous schools during the pilot so it seemed 

logical to me that scaling-up would result in widespread success. But my 

observations of the process of scaling-up AL—in schools, at Charles Darwin 

University, and through my interactions with reformers in the Northern Territory 

Department of Education—left me feeling perplexed. My desire to understand what 

happened when AL was scaled-up, from the perspectives of the reformers involved, 

motivated me to conduct this study.  
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1.2 Preliminary literature review: Scaling-up education 

reform  

This thesis reflects the inductive nature of constructivist grounded theory 

methods where the literature is harnessed for different purposes at different times. In 

the following section I provide a preliminary review of the scaling-up, 

implementation, and teacher professional learning and change literature to define the 

major concepts and outline the major debates. Although this preliminary review is 

presented before the findings, it was completed after I had uncovered the phases and 

processes of scaling-up AL presented in Chapters Three- Nine; as it was only then 

that the scope of the literature became focused.      

Studies of scaling-up education reform tend to fall into two categories: 1) 

top-down models of reform that require a linear process of replication; and 2) multi-

level models of reform that are dynamic, situated in local contexts, and involve both 

replication and adaptation. In the following sections I briefly define and discuss 

these conceptions of scaling-up education reform in turn. 

1.2.1 Top-down linear conceptions of scale-up  

The top-down replication model of scale-up can be traced back to the 1960s 

and 1970s when schools in the United States participated in the first wave of large 

scale reform (Glennan, Bodily, Galegher & Kerr, 2004). The top-down replication 

model of scale-up was derived from theories of management that conceived change 

as hierarchical (Glennan et al., 2004; Sykes, Schneider and Plank, 2009). District and 

school leaders made reform decisions; external providers designed and disseminated 

reform (curriculum, instruction, teacher training) to improve teaching practices and 
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student performance; and teachers were viewed as passive and compliant recipients 

(Glennan et al., 2004; Sykes, Schneider and Plank, 2009).  

Glennan et al. (2004) reported that the logic of the replication model of scale-

up was that once the intervention had been tested in a demonstration site it could be 

adopted with fidelity by teachers in multiple sites through a process of replication. 

Sykes, Scheider and Plank (2009) described this as a technical-rational model 

because implementation was a sequential process comprised of discrete linear stages. 

Success was judged according to the number of teachers, schools and districts who 

adopted the reform and whether it was implemented with fidelity (Glennan et al., 

2004; Sykes, Schneider & Plank, 2009). The replication model of scale-up proved 

problematic because most teachers in the new sites didn’t implement the intervention 

with fidelity (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978; Glennan et al., 2004). Even when 

prescribed approaches were implemented with fidelity, replication at scale often 

resulted in superficial and temporary changes to teacher practice because the “core” 

remained unchanged (Elmore, 1996). Thus, once the reformers had withdrawn 

support, teachers reverted to their original practices.   

1.2.2 Multi-dimensional and dynamic conceptions of scale-up  

An alternative view is of scaling-up as a multi-dimensional and dynamic 

process. From this perspective scaling-up reform is conceived as iterative and 

interactive process enacted by reformers operating at different levels and in diverse 

settings (e.g. Coburn, 2003; Glennan et al., 2004; Honig, 2006; Schneider & 

McDonald 2007). Individually and collectively reformers work together to build 

capacity at the classroom, school and district levels (e.g. Coburn, 2003; 2006; Fixsen 
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et al., 2005; Glennan et al., 2004; Honig, 2006; Schneider & McDonald 2007). 

Reformers play a crucial role responding to and mediating changing conditions—

including policy, funding, leadership, organisational structures and reformer 

support—to bring about significant and sustained change (Coburn, 2003; Fixsen et 

al., 2005; Honig, 2006; Schneider & McDonald, 2007).  

Research that conceives scaling-up education reform as a multi-dimensional 

and dynamic process falls into three main categories: bottom-up education policy 

implementation (e.g. Coburn, 2006; Glennan et al., 2004; Honig, 2006); scaling-up 

education reform (e.g. Coburn, 2003; Fullan, Rholheiser, Mascall & Edge, 2005; 

Bertram, Blasé & Fixsen, 2015; Klinger, Boardman & McMaster, 2013; Schneider & 

McDonald, 2007); and implementation science (e.g. Fixsen, Naoom, Blasé, 

Friedman & Wallace, 2005; Bertram, Blasé and Fixsen, 2015). In the following 

sections I briefly define and discuss each of these in turn. 

Bottom-up education policy implementation  

Berman and McLaughlin (1978) coined the term “mutual adaptation” to 

describe a process whereby individuals interpret and enact education policy 

implementation to suit their local context (p. 25). Mutual adaptation was more 

recently described as a bottom-up approach because external reformers and teachers 

worked together to adjust the innovation to meet local needs and conditions and 

systems were developed to support this (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978; Coburn, 

2003; Honig, 2006; Sykes, Schneider & Plank, 2009). For these reasons, Sykes, 

Schneider and Plank (2009) believed that mutual adaptation was a positive departure 

from technical-rational models of replication at scale. Even so, these authors argued 
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that the focus on the micro level obscured the macro level factors and the ways these 

impacted on implementation. Hence, when implementation failed external 

developers and teachers were held responsible because factors such as poor reform 

design or ineffective systems and processes were masked.  

Other researchers conceived the implementation of education policy and 

practice as a social process that is shaped by individuals and groups (e.g. Coburn, 

2006; Honig, 2006). For example, in a study of the implementation of reading policy 

in California, Coburn (2006) found that implementation was shaped by “individual 

beliefs and world views, collective norms, differences in interpretation…” (p. 347). 

Similarly, Honig (2006) asserted that the implementation of education policy and 

practice is situated in dynamic conditions and diverse contexts and shaped by people. 

These social conceptions of the implementation of education policy and practice are 

similar to those of scaling-up education reform and are further discussed in the 

following section.  

Scaling-up education reform 

Scaling-up education reform involves expanding the implementation of a 

policy, program or practice to bring about change in schools and sustaining this 

change (e.g. Coburn, 2003; Fullan, Rholheiser, Mascall & Edge, 2005; Fixsen, 

Bertram, Blasé & Fixsen, 2015; Klinger, Boardman & McMaster, 2013; Schneider & 

McDonald, 2007). Reporting on a review of the theoretical and empirical literature 

of scaling-up external reforms in the United States, Coburn (2003) conceptualised 

scaling-up as a multidimensional process comprised of the dimensions of depth, 

spread, ownership and sustainability and argued that the process of scaling-up was 
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shaped by people operating at the district, school and classroom levels. She argued 

that the goal of scaling-up was to achieve significant and sustainable change in 

“original and even subsequent schools” (p. 6). Highlighting the challenging nature of 

scaling-up Coburn (2003) concluded that “there is ample evidence that sustainability 

may be the central challenge of bringing reforms to scale” (p. 6).  

Coburn (2003) defined depth as changes in teaching philosophies and in turn, 

pedagogy and expectations of students and asserted that achieving depth is central to 

sustaining reform implementation efforts. She argued that all reform requires some 

change to underlying principles of teaching and learning, and as such, the principles 

of depth are relevant to all scale-up reform efforts, regardless of complexity. 

Nevertheless, Coburn acknowledged that the degree to which the principles of depth 

can be expected to vary according to the type of reform and argued that principle 

based reforms are more ambitious and require consequential change in teacher 

practice compared to materials or activity based reform. 

Sustaining widespread change—especially across an education system—has 

proven difficult (Fullan, 2005). One reason for this could be that efforts to create 

deep and lasting change to teacher practice are far more complex than changing the 

surface of teacher practice through replicating prescribed approaches (Coburn 2003; 

Cohen & Lowenberg-Ball 2007; Elmore 1996, 2005b). Thus, innovations that 

require significant or consequential changes to core practices are less likely to impact 

on teaching and learning at scale (Coburn, 2003; Cohen & Lowenberg-Ball 2007; 

Elmore 1996, 2005b).  
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 Depth is also related to the capacity of teachers, schools and districts to 

sustain change Coburn (2003) pointed out that teachers who have a deep 

understanding of the pedagogical principles are more able to continue to implement 

the reform in ways that are “consistent with the underlying principles of the reform” 

even in the face of competing priorities, demands and staff turnover (p. 6). Leaders 

at all levels need to develop deep knowledge of the reform in order to make 

informed decisions as they “work to sustain practice in the face of new 

circumstances, initiatives, and priorities that may or may not conflict with reform” 

(Coburn, 2003, p. 8).  

Spread entails “widespread implementation” however Coburn (2003) argued 

that in order for scale-up to be sustained, spread must be underpinned by the 

principles that are integral to building depth (p. 7). That is, the spread of underlying 

norms, principles, and beliefs. For scaling-up to be sustained spread must occur at 

the district, school and classroom levels. Hence, Coburn (2003) called for strong 

links to be developed between policy, administration and practice and argued that 

this requires school and district policies and priorities to be aligned with reform. She 

argued that normative notions of spread “may be especially important for reforms 

that challenge conventional or institutionalized approaches to teaching and learning 

in significant ways” (p. 7). One way to achieve this alignment is by spreading reform 

norms, beliefs, and principles within schools and districts.  

Coburn (2003) also found that successful implementation of reform at scale 

is underpinned by a sense of ownership of new practices and policies among 

teachers, schools and district leaders. Ownership is achieved when both “knowledge 

and authority for the reform” is transferred from “external organisations to teachers, 
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schools and districts” (p. 4). Teachers who have developed “depth of reform-centred 

knowledge” are better able to maintain fidelity to the pedagogical principles of the 

reform when ownership is transferred (p. 8). Coburn (2003) argued that both deep 

knowledge and authority for the reform enable teachers and schools to adapt to 

changing circumstances in schools and districts over time.  

Multi-level collaborative reform 

Developing capacity at all levels of the system is integral to achieving and 

sustaining reform at scale and requires much effort from reformers in classrooms, 

schools, and at the system level (Coburn, 2003; Elmore, 2005; Fullan et al., 2005; 

Hopkins, Harris, Stoll & McKay, 2011). Fullan et al. (2005) defined capacity as “the 

collective ability – dispositions, skills, knowledge, motivation, and resources – to act 

together to bring about positive change” (p. 4). Because scaling-up occurs at multiple 

levels in diverse settings these supports need to be coordinated by reformers working 

together to bring about change. Klinger, Boardman and McMaster (2013) argued that 

ongoing collaboration between reformers at all levels enables the diverse needs of 

reformers to be addressed and for reformers to respond to contextual factors.  

In sum, researchers who conceive scaling-up reform as a multi-dimensional 

and dynamic process argue that to achieve significant and sustained reform at scale 

reformers at all levels need to: create and maintain supportive conditions, systems 

and structures through coordination and collaboration; build capacity; develop and 

support leaders to mediate change; and create depth, spread and ownership.       
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Professional learning and teacher change  

Quality teacher professional learning is at the core of scaling-up the 

implementation of English literacy reform. Previous research has established that in 

order for scaling-up education reform to be sustained reformers need to create 

conditions, systems and structures to support teacher change in diverse 

implementation settings (Coburn, 2003, Glennan et al., 2004a; Fullan et al., 2005; 

Levin, 2010). For example, Levin (2010) argued that building capacity to change 

teacher practice at scale is achieved through “significant investment and work to 

improve the skills of teachers and principals as well as the support they receive from 

the wider system” (p. 2).   

Contemporary approaches to professional learning highlight the importance 

of an ongoing approach that is embedded in teacher practice, organized around 

collaborative problem solving, involves reflection and feedback, and is followed up 

with support from a range of experts (Guskey, 2003; Timperley et al., 2007; 

Victorian Department of Education and Training, 2004). This is especially pertinent 

when the professional learning program involves substantial changes to teaching 

practices, beliefs, values and understandings (Timperley et al., 2007). Importantly, 

professional learning that respects teachers’ prior knowledge but also challenges 

teachers’ beliefs, thinking and attitudes by creating dissonance is more likely to 

develop teacher capacity (Timperley et al., 2007).  Different opinions and 

perspectives can most effectively be mediated through careful design, planning and 

facilitation (Timperley et al., 2007). Equally important are opportunities to 

understand the theory that underlies the teaching practice; to develop rich knowledge 

of the content students are to learn; to develop strategies for teaching that content and 
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understanding difficulties students may have learning that content; and to use 

assessment of student learning to inform professional learning (Victorian Department 

of Education, 2005; Guskey, 2003; Timperley et al, 2007).   

Echoing the importance of multi-level and collaborative approaches to 

education reform outlined previously, Timperley et al. (2007) argued that teacher 

professional learning can only be effective when it is embedded at all levels of the 

system because quality professional learning requires teachers, school leaders and 

reformers at all levels of the system to work together to meet shared goals 

(Timperley, et al., 2007).   

Implementation science 

Implementation science is a framework derived from a synthesis of the 

literature first conducted by Fixsen, Naoom, Blasé, Friedman and Wallace (2005) 

that examined the implementation of evidence-based programs and practices in the 

human services. Implementation is widely viewed as one component of scaling-up 

(Fixsen et al., 2005; Fixsen, 2009; Bertram, Blasé and Fixsen, 2015). As with multi-

level and dynamic conceptions of scale-up described in the previous section, the 

implementation of evidence-based practices in the human services is conceived as a 

complex process shaped by people, place, conditions and contexts (Fixsen et al., 

2005; Fixsen et al., 2009; Bertram, Blasé and Fixsen, 2015).  

Fixsen et al. (2005) defined implementation as “a specified set of activities 

designed to put into practice an activity or program of known dimensions” (p. 5). 

Implementation science describes the components (implementation and 

intervention), stages, and outcomes of implementing evidence-based programs or 



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

27 

 

practices. Fixsen et al. (2005) found that an essential aspect of successful 

implementation of evidence-based practices or programs is core intervention and 

core implementation components that describe “which traits are replicable, how 

these attributes are created, and the characteristics of environments in which they are 

worth replicating” (p. 24). In the following section I briefly define core 

implementation components, stages, and outcomes of implementing evidence-based 

programs or practices.  

According to Fixsen et al. (2005) core implementation components are 

“…the most essential and indispensable components of an implementation practice 

or program” (p. 24). Core implementation components enable practitioners to 

develop “the prerequisite knowledge, skills, and abilities” (Fixsen, 2005, p. 28). 

Fixsen et al. (2005) argued that “training and coaching are the principal ways in 

which behavior change is brought about” (p. 29) and are therefore necessary 

components of implementation. This aligns with the scaling-up and teacher change 

literature discussed above.   

Fixsen et al. (2005) identified five essential components: source, destination, 

communication link, feedback, and operating within the sphere of influence. Source 

refers to a “set of core intervention components that define a given evidence-based 

practice or a “packaged” evidence-based program (p. 28). Destination refers to the 

“practitioners and organisation that adopts, supports, funds the installation and 

ongoing use” (p. 12). The communication link is provided by “purveyors” (p. 12). 

They are the individuals and groups “…representing a program or practice who 

actively work to implement the defined practice or program with fidelity and good 

effect, at an implementation site” (p. 12).  
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Feedback was defined by Fixsen et al. (2005) as a “…flow of reliable 

information about performance of individuals, teams and organisations acted upon 

by relevant practitioners, managers and purveyors” (p. 12). Feedback requires 

evaluating staff performance and implementation fidelity though building in 

performance measures at multiple levels of the organisation that have at their core 

the concepts of context, compliance and competence. Context was defined as the 

“prerequisites that must be in place for a program or practice to operate” (p. 47). 

Compliance was defined as the degree to which a practitioner uses or avoids the use 

of “the core intervention components prescribed by the evidence-based program or 

practice” and competence addressed the “level of skill shown…using the core 

intervention components as prescribed while delivering the treatment to a consumer” 

(p. 48).  

The final implementation component identified by Fixsen et al. (2005) was 

the sphere of influence. Taking a multidimensional perspective, Fixsen et al. (2005) 

argued that “social, economic, political, historical, and psychosocial factors…are 

evident…at all levels of implementation” and these influence the process (p. 58). 

Fixsen et al. (2005) reported that the sphere of influence can be mediated through the 

use of implementation strategies that facilitate “coordinated change at system 

organisation, program and practice levels…at multiple sites” (p. vi). These include 

integrating “systems that comprise interactive processes” in order to “maximise 

influence on staff behaviour and organisational culture” (p. 28). This was achieved 

through developing “structures, cultures, and relationships between stakeholders and 

partners” at all levels of the system (p. 12). These strategies align with those 
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identified by policy implementation and scale-up researchers in the previous 

sections. 

Core intervention components are evidence-based principles, described by 

Fixsen et al. (2005) as “products of science” (p. vi). These researchers found that 

successful implementation required explicit definitions and knowledge of the core 

intervention components or principles. They argued that if core principles were 

adopted with high-fidelity then evidence-based programs or practices could be 

implemented and sustained through an iterative process where core components are 

refined. Unlike the replication model of scale-up described previously that viewed 

adaptation as a problem—but like social conceptions of scaling-up—this iterative 

model of implementation conceives fidelity and adaptation as components of the 

same process that occur at different stages of implementation. Fixsen et al. (2005) 

conceptualised these stages as: exploration and adoption, installation, initial 

implementation, full implementation, innovation. The stages of implementation are 

discussed in detail in Chapters Three- Eight.   

Finally, Fixsen et al. (2005) cautioned that the process of “…implementation 

will not happen all at once or proceed smoothly, at least not at first” (p. 15). 

Therefore, improved outcomes should not be expected until effective programs and 

the practices have been “fully implemented” (p. 4). Moreover, these authors argued 

that measuring the outcomes of the implementation of evidence-based programs in 

the human services is challenging due to the range of variables involved, and the 

“interaction effects…and their relative influences over time” (p. 70). Thus, Fixsen et 

al. (2005) argued, implementation outcomes also need to be measured over time.  
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In conclusion, multi-level and dynamic conceptions of bottom-up education 

policy implementation, scaling-up and implementation science view scaling-up of 

education reform as a social process that involves teachers, school leaders and 

district leaders who are situated in diverse contexts. The process of scaling-up the 

implementation of education reform is shaped by reformers’ conceptions of scale-up 

and understandings of and beliefs about the policy, program or practice being 

implemented.  

1.2.3 Balanced reform in the era of accountability       

Despite the substantial body of research that points to the need for 

approaches to scale-up that are shaped by multi-level and dynamic conceptions, and 

the limitations of top-down replication models of scale, calls for top-down 

implementation of reform prevail in Australia (e.g. Luke et al., 2013; Clinton et al., 

2017); the United States (e.g. Coburn, Hill & Spillane, 2016), and the United 

Kingdom (e.g. Thomson, 2014), for example. As with the first wave of education 

reform in the United States in the 60s and 70s described earlier, some researchers 

suggest that this continued demand for top-down approaches to scaling-up reform is 

a result of political pressure to bring about widespread and rapid improvements to 

student achievement and is the result of standards based reform (e.g. Fullan et al., 

2005; Hopkins, 2011). Fullan et al. (2005) stated that in the era of accountability it is 

understandable that policymakers are drawn to these models of reform. Nonetheless, 

these researchers argued that top-down approaches to reform lead to “short-term 

accountability rather than mid-long-term capacity building” (p. 96). Similarly, 

Hopkins (2011) argued that although “top-down approaches” mandated by the state 
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may improve standards in the short-term these approaches are not sustainable (p. 3). 

Instead, Fullan et al. (2005) contended that a dual commitment to short-term and 

long-term results was needed to achieve sustained reform at scale and that this could 

be accomplished simultaneously through a process whereby: 

…governments and schools set aspirational targets, take action to obtain early 

results, and intervene in situations of terrible performance, also while investing 

in…sustainability capacity-building elements…Over time, the system gets stronger, 

and few severe problems occur as they are pre-empted by corrective action sooner 

rather than later (pp. 24-25).  

Thus, while it appears that top-down and bottom up/multi-level conceptions 

of scaling-up are in opposition, these researchers conceive them as two sides of the 

reform process.  

Along these lines, Fixsen, Blasé and Fixsen (2017) argued that a more 

balanced approach is needed in order to bring about significant and sustained change 

at scale. These researchers contended that such an approach can address the 

seemingly contradictory dimensions of: 1) top-down policy driven and managerial 

conceptions that focus on short-term solutions, 2) multi-level, dynamic and long-

term approaches aimed to achieve sustained change. Achieving this requires a 

carefully planned and orchestrated process that has complexity in mind (Fixsen, 

Blasé & Fixsen, 2017).  

These balanced approaches to scaling-up bring together the most salient 

findings from the education policy implementation and scaling-up research and offer 

a way forward. Nonetheless, challenges remain because reformers’ conceptions of 

scaling-up shape processes, models and measures of success (Coburn, 2003). As 
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explained by Coburn (2003) “reformers draw on sets of assumptions—both explicit 

and unarticulated—about the goals, challenges, and processes of change as they 

develop strategies for working with schools and districts” (p. 3). Thus, it is 

imperative that these balanced approaches to scaling-up reform have at their core 

collaborative approaches that enable reformers with conflicting conceptions and 

goals for scaling-up to continually monitor and examine the ways they are shaping 

the process.  

1.3 Research problem  

All around the world, governments are concerned with improving the 

educational achievement of school children (Organisation for Economic Cooperation 

and Development [OECD], 2017). The Australian government argued that 

improving educational outcomes is integral to successful participation in the global 

knowledge economy and for achieving national economic prosperity (Rudd & Smith, 

2007; Ministerial Council of Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs 

[MCEETYA], 2009, p.4). Not only is improving English literacy achievement 

important for government, English literacy is viewed as a tool for people to achieve 

social power and material wealth (Luke, 1998; Freebody, 2007). Thus, improving the 

English literacy achievement of school children is a political, social and economic 

imperative.  

In the Northern Territory of Australia providing equitable and effective 

English literacy education for Indigenous students learning English as an Additional 

Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) and attending remote schools is a longstanding 

challenge for education reformers. Although innovative practices developed to meet 
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local needs have demonstrated pockets of success (e.g. Murray, 2017; Gray, Cowey 

& Axford, 2003) sustained, system-wide reform remains elusive (Beresford, 

Partington & Gower, 2012; Ministerial Council for Education, Employment, 

Training and Youth Affairs [MCEETYA], 2009).  

Scaling-up the implementation of education reform is an attractive solution 

for reformers in search of rapid and widespread improvement (e.g. Earl, 2000; Fullan 

et al., 2005) however scaling-up English literacy approaches to improve the English 

literacy achievement of Indigenous students learning EAL/D—across a whole 

education system or district—is rare. To date, the most ambitious attempt to reform 

English literacy education for Indigenous students is scaling-up AL. Multiple 

evaluations were conducted and provide important information about some 

implementation processes and conditions, as well as teachers, school leaders and 

Accelerated Literacy Professional Learning Team perceptions of Accelerated 

Literacy (Lea, Robinson, & Abu-Duhou, 2006; Monash University, 2008; Robinson 

et al., 2009). However, these evaluations don’t provide insight into the process of 

scaling-up AL from the perspectives of the reformers involved.  

There have been some small scale attempts to reform English literacy 

education in remote schools in Indigenous communities in Queensland. For example, 

MULTILIT, endorsed by Cape York leader Noel Pearson (Pearson, 2009) was 

implemented in four schools in Northern Queensland (Mossman Gorge, Hopevale, 

Aurukun and Cohen) (Wheldall & Beaman, 1999). What is known about the 

implementation of MULTILIT is limited to commissioned evaluations (e.g. Wheldall 

& Beaman, 1999).  Reformers’ experiences of implementation were not reported. 

Nor were reformers’ experiences of implementation brought to light in the 
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evaluations of the small scale implementation of Direct Instruction in remote 

Indigenous schools in Cape York, Queensland (Australian Council for Educational 

Research [ACER], 2013) and, more recently, in the Northern Territory (Wilson, 

2014). A more recent evaluation of the implementation of the Flexible Learning 

strategy in Northern Territory Remote Schools (Clinton et al., 2017) offers some 

insight into the complexities of implementation. These researchers described the 

school and community contexts as challenging and diverse and asserted this 

impacted on implementation fidelity and in turn the effectiveness of the program. To 

ameliorate this, the evaluators called for an agile and adaptive approach to 

implementation. What was missing, however, was recognition of the “social, 

economic, political, historical, and psychosocial factors” identified by Fixsen et al. 

(2005, p. 58) and how reformers’ respond to these and in turn, shape the process. 

Along these lines Honig (2006) argued that because scaling-up is shaped by people, 

policy and place that research is needed to understand the process of implementing 

reform in different conditions and contexts. Hence, there is a clear need for 

qualitative studies that illuminate the complexities of implementing education reform 

at scale (Coburn, 2003; Honig, 2006; Cohen & Lowenberg-Ball 2007). 

Equally important to understanding the social process of scaling-up English 

literacy approaches for Indigenous students learning EAL/D are reformers’ beliefs 

about the evidence-base. Evidence-based English literacy programs and practices are 

integral to effective implementation (Fixsen et al., 2005). In Australia there is wide 

agreement amongst academics (Louden, 2014; Rowe, et al., 2005); and government 

(COAG Reform Council, 2012; Gillard, 2008; Nelson, 2003; Birmingham, 2017) 

that in order to improve student achievement English literacy teaching practices need 
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to be informed by evidence-based research. However, English literacy teaching 

practices for Indigenous students who are learning EAL/D and attending remote 

schools are contested and debated (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2008; 

Lea, 2010; Wilson, 2014).  

One of the main points of difference relates to whether evidence-based 

literacy approaches developed for first language learners are suitable for Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D. Some researchers argue that those derived from research 

about first language learning are relevant for Indigenous students learning EAL/D 

(e.g. Rowe et al., 2005; Wheldall, 2009). Others argue that English literacy 

approaches for second language learners need to be underpinned by theories of 

second language learning because EAL/D learners have specific language learning 

needs (e.g. Cross, 2012; Hammond, 2012). Some assert however that the evidence-

base to guide second language learning practices is limited (e.g. August & Shanahan, 

2006; Meiers et al., 2013) while others contend there is no evidence-base to guide 

English literacy for Indigenous students learning EAL/D (e.g. Australian Human 

Rights Commission, 2008; Griffiths, 2011; Monash University, 2013). The spectrum 

of beliefs about the effectiveness of English literacy approaches for Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D is paradoxical. The ways reformers’ beliefs about the 

evidence-base underpinning English literacy approaches—and in turn what works—

shapes the process of scaling-up remain unknown.  

In Australia, calls to scale-up effective programs and practices to reform 

education are on the rise (Birmingham, 24 April, 2017; Clinton et al., 2017; Roberts, 

Piccoli & Hattie, 2018). While there is an extensive body of research to guide 

education reformers the process of scaling-up is complex and achieving significant 
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and sustained reform at scale has proven challenging. No research currently exists 

that examines the process of scaling-up the implementation of English literacy 

reform—for Indigenous students learning EAL/D and attending remote schools—

from the perspectives of the reformers involved. There is a dearth of research that 

examines the process of implementation in this context from the perspectives of the 

reformers. The makes it difficult for reformers to learn from what has gone before 

them and in particular the ways that they shape the process. An interpretive study 

that explains reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL may help to understand why 

scaling-up and sustaining English literacy reform for Indigenous students attending 

remote Northern Territory schools—and elsewhere—has proven so difficult.  

1.4 Present research  

1.4.1 Research aim and questions  

The aim of this study is to explain the process of scaling-up AL from the 

multiple perspectives of the education reformers involved. The reformers were the 

academics, bureaucrats, frontline implementers and project managers involved in 

implementing Accelerated Literacy at scale in the Northern Territory (2004-2009) 

and who participated in this study.  

This research started with the following guiding question: What happened 

when Accelerated Literacy was scaled-up in the Northern Territory (2004-2009)?  

As the process of data collection and analysis progressed the research question 

evolved and became more focused. The following questions and sub-questions 

emerged:  
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1. How did education reformers experience scaling-up AL? 

 What were reformers’ perceptions of the implementation conditions 

and contexts? 

 What were reformers’ conceptions of implementation at scale?  

 What were reformers’ beliefs about English literacy approaches for 

Indigenous students learning EAL/D?   

2. How did education reformers shape the process of scaling-up AL?  

 How did reformers’ respond to their experiences?   

 What were the consequences?  

1.4.2 Overview of thesis  

This thesis is comprised of ten chapters, as outlined below.  

In this Chapter One I introduced this research. I provided background 

information and a preliminary review of the implementation, scaling-up and teacher 

professional learning literature. I concluded that there are a range of conceptions of 

implementation at scale and a range of views about the evidence-base underpinning 

English literacy for Indigenous students learning EAL/D. I then established that no 

research currently exists that examines the process of scaling-up English literacy 

reform in Australian contexts from the perspectives of the reformers involved. 

Finally, I established the need to undertake an interpretive study to achieve the study 

aim of explaining reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL.  
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Chapter Two: Research Design, is divided into two main sections. In the 

first section I provide a rationale for employing constructivist grounded theory 

methods (Charmaz, 2006; 2014) and the theoretical framework of symbolic 

interactionism (Blumer, 1969) to undertake an iterative and inductive process of  

collecting and analysing interview and documentary data to achieve the study aim. In 

the second section I describe the process I employed to analyse the data: coding, 

memo writing, diagramming and constant comparison; and how this led to the 

development of concepts that uncover the underlying meanings reformers ascribed to 

scaling-up AL. I then explain the process I undertook to construct conceptual 

frameworks and substantive theories grounded in the data to explain reformers’ 

experiences.  

In Chapters Three-Eight I present the research findings and interpretation 

of my analysis of reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL. This shows that scaling-

up AL was experienced by reformers in six evolving phases: 1) Indigenous 

education, a history of failure?; 2) grasping AL as the solution; 3) scaling-up a pilot 

project; 4) faltering implementation; 5) improving implementation; and 6) winding 

down. I present each phase in turn, establishing reformers’ understandings and 

actions that constitute the social process of scaling-up AL.   

In Chapter Nine I present my interpretation of reformers’ experiences of 

scaling-up AL and the discussion of the theoretical insights that resulted. First, I 

present the three inter-related core processes that pervaded reformers’ experiences 

throughout the phases of scaling-up AL. I labeled these: 1) contesting beliefs about 

English literacy education for Indigenous students learning EAL/D; 2) conflicting 

conceptions of scaling-up; and 3) adapting to unanticipated implementation 
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conditions and contexts. These processes explain how, in order for reformers to 

achieve their political and ideological goals for scaling-up, they adapted to 

unanticipated implementation conditions and contexts according to contested beliefs 

about English literacy education for Indigenous students learning EAL/D and 

conflicting conceptions of scaling-up.  

I then make explicit the relationships between the phases and core processes 

of scaling-up AL and show how this led to the emergence of the substantive theory 

that explains reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL: legacies of failure and a quest 

to make a difference. I discuss the social process in depth and argue that reformers 

experienced scaling-up AL as a political and ideological quest to overcome a history 

of failed education policy and practice for Indigenous students learning EAL/D and 

the prevailing consequences of educational and socio-economic disadvantage.  

In Chapter Ten I conclude this thesis. I provide an evaluation of the study, 

outline the contribution to knowledge, and highlight the implications and future 

research agendas for scaling-up to reform English literacy education for Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D and attending remote Northern Territory schools.    

1.4.3 Key terminology  

The terminology I use positions me. Below I discuss the terminology I used 

throughout this thesis to refer to Indigenous Australian peoples and the Australian 

and Northern Territory governments.  

Indigenous Australian peoples  

Language is powerful and can be used to offend, marginalise and 

discriminate. Not only that but “…cultural values and attitudes are reflected in the 
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structures and meanings of the language we use” (Flinders University, 2012, p. 2). 

The groups Indigenous Australians identify with, and the terms used to describe 

these are complex (Behrendt, 2012). Referring to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples using preferred terms is essential to show respect.  

Collectively, peoples of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander descent are 

referred to as Indigenous (Behrendt, 2012); Indigenous peoples (Australian Institute 

of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies [AIATSIS], 2014; Queensland 

University of Technology [QUT], 2015); Indigenous Australians (QUT, 2015) or 

Indigenous Australian peoples (Flinders University, 2012). In keeping with the 

authors above, when referring generally to all Indigenous Australians, I use the terms 

Indigenous peoples or Indigenous Australian peoples.  

Broadly speaking, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are two 

distinct groups. Aboriginal peoples originate from mainland Australia and Tasmania; 

and Torres Strait Islander peoples originate from the Torres Strait Islands that are 

situated in Far North Queensland (Purdie, Reid, Frigo, Stone & Kleinhenz, 2011). 

When referring to a distinct group, it is acceptable to use Aboriginal peoples and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples separately (AIATSIS, 2014; QUT, 2015).  

The Australian government  

Throughout this thesis I use the term Australian government to refer to the 

government of Australia (Department of Prime Minster and Cabinet, 2009). 

Nonetheless, the name of the Australian government department responsible for 

education has changed over the years and this is apparent when I adopt the terms 

used by the authors I am quoting or referring to.  



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

41 

 

For a full list of Australian, state and territory government departments 

responsible for education see Appendix 1a: Acronyms and initialisms. Also included 

in Appendix 1a are other names and phrases that are stated as acronyms and 

initialisms throughout the thesis. 

1.5 Conclusion  

In this chapter I provided an overview of the small and large-scale 

implementation of Accelerated Literacy in the Northern Territory and outlined the 

theory and practices of Accelerated Literacy. I then discussed my involvement in this 

and my motivation to conduct this study. Next, I provided a preliminary review of 

the major concepts and definitions of scaling-up education reform, professional 

learning and teacher change. I then presented the research problem and provided a 

rationale to conduct this study of reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL. In the 

final part of this chapter I provided an overview of the thesis and justified the key 

terminology I used throughout.   

In the following chapter I provide a rationale for my decision to adopt 

constructivist grounded theory methods and the conceptual framework of symbolic 

interactionism to achieve the study aim of understanding and explaining the process 

of scaling-up AL from the multiple perspectives of the reformers involved.   
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH DESIGN 

In this chapter I justify the research methodology that I adopted and discuss 

the knowledge claims that can be made about reformers’ experiences of scaling-up 

AL from this study. First, I explain my decision to conduct this research within the 

qualitative-interpretive paradigm, and employ the theoretical framework of symbolic 

interactionism and the methods of constructivist grounded theory to achieve the 

study aim. Second, I describe the methods I employed to collect and analyse 

interview and documentary data. Third, I describe the process of analysis that I 

undertook to develop the substantive grounded theory. 

2.1 Qualitative-interpretive paradigm 

Qualitative research encompasses a range of philosophical paradigms, all of 

which share the goal of understanding and explaining the ways that knowledge is 

created in social contexts (Denzin, 2004; Guba & Lincoln, 2005; Holstein & Jaber, 

2011; Merriam, 2002; Willis, Jost & Nilakanta, 2007). These can be categorised into 

three broad paradigms: postpositivism, interpretivism and critical theory (Cupchik, 

2001; Guba, 1990; Merriam, 1998; Scotland, 2012; Willis, Jost & Nilakanta, 2007). 

Each comprises methodologies that reflect similar ontological and epistemological 

viewpoints but differ as they are situated in different theoretical frameworks. The 

methodology I adopted to study reality and acquire knowledge is shaped by the 

qualitative-interpretive paradigm, the ontological view of relativism, and the 

epistemological position of subjectivism (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, 2000; Guba, 

2005; Merriam, 2002; Willis, Jost & Nilakanta, 2007).  
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In the interpretive paradigm, reality is created by people as they assign 

meaning to experiences (Guba, 1990). One’s beliefs (and in turn what is real) 

depends on their experiences and perceptions of these (Guba, 1990). Thus, for 

relativists, there is no single, objective fixed reality from which to determine truth 

from fiction. Instead, reality and knowledge are constructed by social actors’ 

subjective experiences of the world and the meanings they give to this (Guba & 

Lincoln, 2005). In addition, the construction of reality and meaning is situated in and 

shaped by the historical contexts and dynamic political, organisational and social 

conditions in which the phenomena occurs (Guba & Lincoln, 2005; Merriam, 2002; 

Willis, Jost & Nilakanta, 2007). Hence, people’s experiences, and in turn, realities 

are diverse and ever evolving. As Merriam (2002) pointed out, “there are multiple 

constructions and interpretations of reality that are in flux and change over time” (pp. 

3-4). Researchers who adopt a relativist ontological stance seek to understand 

multiple perspectives and interpret these through the meanings participants give to 

experiences, processes and products (Denzin, 2004; Holstein & Jaber, 2011; 

Schwandt, 2007).  

Epistemology is concerned with the nature of the relationship between the 

inquirer and what can be known (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). It refers to how we have 

come to know what we know and the relationship between the researcher and the 

object of the study (Schwandt, 2007). The researcher’s epistemological stance shapes 

their views of what knowledge is, what can be known about that which exists, and 

how we can obtain this knowledge (Willis, Jost & Nilakanta, 2007). Interpretive 

epistemology assumes that reality cannot be separate from our knowledge. For 

interpretivists, “how we understand the world is related to how we understand 
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ourselves, others and the world” (Schwandt, 2007). Theoretically and 

methodologically, there is more than one epistemological position that can be 

adopted for studies conducted in the qualitative-interpretive paradigm (Crotty, 1998).  

One epistemological frame for interpretivists is subjectivism. Subjective 

knowledge is constructed both intra-subjectively (individually) and inter-subjectively 

in social contexts (Schwandt, 2007). Qualitative-interpretive knowledge claims are 

described as socially constructed because reality and knowledge is co-constructed 

inter-subjectively through language, consciousness, shared meanings and 

understandings (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Merriam, 1998). Schwandt (2007) 

explained that researchers who adopt a subjective viewpoint seek to understand “the 

social actor’s account of what social life means” and “the subjective meanings of 

[human]…action” (p. 3). To interpret subjective meaning the researcher needs to 

understand both individual and shared meanings, and the values, beliefs and 

intentions that underpin individual thought and action (Schwandt, 2007).  

2.2 Symbolic interactionism  

The theoretical framework that influenced the production of knowledge in 

this study is symbolic interactionism. Symbolic interactionism is rooted in the 

philosophical theories of social constructivism developed by sociologist George 

Herbert Mead (1863–1931) and was advanced by Blumer (1969) to help researchers 

explain human group life and conduct. Blumer (1969) posited that three basic 

assumptions underpin symbolic interactionism: meaning, action/interaction, and 

language/thought. Blumer (1969) explained:    
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First, people as individuals and collectively act on things on the basis of the 

meaning they have for them; and second, meaning arises on the basis of the process 

of interaction, and is situated in conditions and contexts; and third, meanings are 

modified in an interpretive process that is ever changing and subject to redefinition, 

relocation and realignment (p. 2) 

Symbolic interactionism is concerned with how individuals or groups behave 

and act/interact according to how they interpret and give meaning to specific 

symbols in specific contexts over time (Benzies & Allen, 2001; Denzin, 2004; Flick, 

2006). This symbolic system comprises objects, tools, equipment and language. To 

understand an individual’s or a group’s actions one first needs to discover the 

underlying meanings that things have for the individual or the group (Blumer, 1969). 

According to Blumer (1969) the symbolic dimensions of meaning are affective, 

aesthetic and moral. Drawing on the work of Blumer (1969), Chamberlain-Salaun, 

Mills and Usher (2013) expanded these dimensions and contend that meaning is “an 

expression of sensations, feelings, memories, ideas, attitudes and motives that are 

brought into play in connection with a person’s perception of a thing” (p. 5). 

Similarly, Bellamy (2012) explained that meanings “encompass the full range of 

mental life including ideas, beliefs, desires and systems of classification, emotions, 

judgement and styles of thought” (p. 11).  

According to Blumer (1969) meaning is a dynamic concept because it arises 

in action and interaction, and is “situated in conditions and contexts” (p. 2). 

Similarly, Chamberlain-Salaun, Mills & Usher (2013) posited that because meaning 

“arises in the process of interaction” it is “…not fixed and immutable; it is fluid, 

modifiable, and open to reappraisal” (p. 5). This means that the present emerges new 
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and different from the past (Charmaz, 2008). Blumer (1969) theorised that meaning 

can be uncovered by studying how the interrelatedness of the actions and interactions 

of individuals within the collective group results in ‘joint action”. Blumer’s (1969) 

concept of “joint action” has temporal dimensions because over time and as 

conditions change, joint action is challenged as “new situations and problems 

emerge”, “existing rules become inadequate” and “new rules are required to replace 

outdated rules that are no longer valid” (p. 58).  

The assumptions that underpin symbolic interactionism: meaning, 

action/interaction, and language/thought are aligned with the epistemological 

perspective of subjectivism. That is, meaning is constructed intra and inter-

subjectively in social contexts and this shapes action (Schwandt, 2007). Furthermore, 

symbolic interactionism is aligned with the ontological perspective of relativism. 

That is, reality and knowledge are constructed by social actors’ subjective 

experiences of the world and the meanings they give to this (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). 

Thornberg and Charmaz (2013) argued that the meanings people attach to 

their experiences can be uncovered by studying “individual and collective actions 

and social and social psychological processes” (p. 5). I studied social and social-

psychological processes by focusing my analysis “…on what people do and the 

meanings they make of their actions and on the situations in which they are 

involved” (p. 5).   
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2.3 Constructivist grounded theory    

To understand how meaning, action and conditions are interconnected I 

explored “…the effects and interconnectedness of external conditions on the process 

of interaction…” (Chamberlain, Mills & Usher, 2013, p. 6) I also analysed the ways 

that the conditions influenced the manner in which the reformers engaged in the 

process, determined the outcome of a process, or brought the process into a state for 

use (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  

2.3.1 Different interpretations of grounded theory and points of 

convergence  

Grounded theory is one of the most widely used methods in qualitative 

research (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; 2000). Over the years, researchers have applied 

grounded theory methods to conduct research framed by a range of philosophical 

paradigms and this has resulted in a range of approaches (Thornberg & Charmaz, 

2013). The three main approaches to grounded theory are: Glaserian grounded theory 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1978; Glaser, 1998; Glaser, 2005); Straussarian 

grounded theory (Strauss, 1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1998); and constructivist 

grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006; 2014).  

Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss (1967) developed the original grounded 

theory method published in the seminal text The Discovery of Grounded Theory 

(Dey, 1999). The purpose of orthodox Glaserian grounded theory was to inductively 

develop a theory grounded in data e.g. by analysing basic social process in a 

substantive area that explains the phenomenon being studied (Glaser, & Strauss, 

1967). Glaser and Strauss (1967) stated that the aim of grounded theory is to 
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generate “the discovery of theory from data systematically obtained from social 

research” (p. 2) and pointed out that grounded theory procedures and definitions 

were not “clear-cut” (p. 1). Orthodox grounded theory was rooted in the positivist-

objectivist paradigm (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) and sought causal explanations 

(Charmaz, 2003; 2006; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; 2005). Charmaz (2006) described 

orthodox grounded theory procedures as rigorous, “direct and narrow” and argued 

that the emergent categories relied on empiricism which emphasizes testing theories 

against objective evidence. Over time, Glaser and Strauss’s views about grounded 

theory diverged into the Glaserian approach (Glaser, 1992; 1998; 2005) and the 

Straussarian approach (Strauss and Corbin; 1990; 1998; Dey, 1999).   

Adopting a relativist ontology Strauss and Corbin developed grounded theory 

to include a “strict and complex process of systemic coding” (Goulding, 1999, p. 7). 

Charmaz (2006) asserted that Strauss and Corbin focused on technical procedures 

rather than emphasising comparative methods. Glaser (1992) criticised the 

Straussarian version—especially the 1990 book by Strauss and Corbin The Basics of 

Qualitative Research—arguing that the procedure for data collection and analysis 

was prescriptive and complex and advocated “forced full conceptual description” (p. 

3) which could lead to forcing data analysis into pre-conceived categories. In a later 

publication, Strauss and Corbin (1998) warned researchers not to rigidly follow the 

procedures.   

The methodological roots for grounded theory evolved along with socio-

political and intellectual contexts (Dey, 2003, p. 80). Kathy Charmaz was trained in 

grounded theory methods by Strauss and Corbin and built on their work—and the 

work of Glaser and Strauss—to develop constructivist grounded theory methods 
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(2006; 2014). Charmaz (2006) defined constructivist grounded theory as a flexible 

approach aligned with basic grounded theory guidelines developed by Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) that incorporated more contemporary methodological assumptions 

and approaches. According to Thornberg and Charmaz (2013) CGT methods are 

“rooted in pragmatism and relativist epistemology” (p. 4). Therefore grounded 

theories are “constructions of reality” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 25). Thus, the process 

requires the researcher to take a reflexive stance on modes of knowing how people 

position themselves in empirical realities (Charmaz, 2005).     

Regardless of the paradigm, the construction of theory in grounded theory 

studies is achieved by making abstract theoretical statements about the relationship 

between concepts (Glaser, 1978, 1992; Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Charmaz, 2006; 

2014). Abstract concepts are generated through analysis of a basic process. Process 

was defined by Corbin and Strauss (2008) as “the flow of action/interaction 

/emotions that occurs in response to events, situations, or problems” (Ch.5, p. 2). 

This basic process or evolving interaction as conceived by Corbin and Strauss (2008, 

p. 5) is explained in Figure 1 below.  
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FIGURE 1: SEQUENCE OF EVOLVING INTERACTION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Similarly, Charmaz (2006) argued that by focusing on a basic social process, 

researchers are more able to make connections between events and “gain a more 

complete picture of the whole setting” (p. 23). Basic social process was defined by 

Charmaz (2006) this way:  

A process consists of unfolding temporal sequences that may have identifiable 

markers with clear beginnings and endings and benchmarks in between. The 

temporal sequences are linked in a process and lead to change. Thus, single events 

become linked as part of a larger whole. Even the most regimented process may 

contain surprises because the present arises from the past but is never quite the 

same. The present emerges with new characteristics (Mead, 1932). Thus the 

Sequence  of evolving interaction 

From: Corbin & Strauss (2008, p. 5)  
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Overlaps in circles = intersection of conditions and consequences leading to change of 

variation in context and adjustments made in interaction to keep it flowing 
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experience and outcome of a specific process has some degree of indeterminacy, 

however small it might be. (p. 12)   

To understand how meaning was constructed by the social actors involved in 

scaling-up AL I also needed to uncover the conditions in which the reformers 

situated their experiences. Strauss and Corbin (1998) explained that conditions are 

both external and internal. External conditions, also described as contingencies 

include: time, place, economic, political, organisational and social dimensions. 

Contingencies are possible events or circumstances that can’t be predicted in 

advance, but instead, arise during action and interaction. Thus, unanticipated 

circumstances become internal conditions that shape future actions and interactions. 

The resulting consequences influence the conditions and become part of the 

situation. In turn, the consequences shape interactions, actions and emotions (Strauss 

& Corbin, 1998). 

The choice of grounded theory methods was guided by the methodology and 

the research purpose and questions (Charmaz, 2006). I chose social constructivist 

grounded theory methods to study of reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL 

because this view of reality aligns with the qualitative-interpretive perspective and 

the theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism that has shaped the design of 

this study. Specifically, I chose constructivist grounded theory methods because 

these enabled me to: study social-psychological process as experienced by reformers; 

to understand how these experiences were situated in contexts and conditions; to 

understand how reformers responded, and in turn, to uncover how reformers 

experienced the process of scaling-up AL. 
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Thornberg and Charmaz (2013) argued that although grounded theorists 

approach research from a range of philosophical perspectives, all grounded theory 

methods are underpinned by the following principles: iterative process of data 

collection and analysis; analysis of actions and processes; comparative methods; 

systematic data driven development of inductive conceptual categories; a search for 

variation in the studied category and process; theoretical sampling; and theory 

construction. I discuss how I undertook this process in the following sections.  

2.4 Data collection methods 

The type and quality of the data collected for constructivist grounded theory 

research impacts on the quality of analysis and the credibility of the research. 

Consequently, Charmaz (2014) argued that it is important for constructivist 

grounded theory researchers to ensure that the data they collect enables them to 

analyse meanings, contexts and social processes. This is described as rich data. 

Charmaz (2006) described rich data as “detailed, focused and full” that can “reveal 

participants’ views, feelings, intentions, and actions” (p. 14). Further, she argued that 

when this is placed in its “relevant situational and social context” CGT researchers 

are able to “build significant analysis” (p. 26). Hence, constructionist grounded 

theory researchers draw on materials from a range of sources and perspectives to 

reveal events, processes and social interaction as it took place in naturalistic or real-

life contexts (Charmaz, 2006).  

To collect rich data for this study I interviewed 34 reformers using intensive 

interviewing techniques. I conducted one in-depth interview with each reformer 

between early 2010 and early 2011. I also drew on 1187 documents related to 
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Accelerated Literacy pedagogy and scaling-up AL provided to me by the reformers. 

These documents were written by a range of reformers during the process of scaling-

up AL for a variety of purposes and audiences. Some were published in peer-

reviewed journals. Table 1 below provides an overview of data collection, 

participants and main location of data collection. 

TABLE 1: OVERVIEW OF PARTICIPANTS AND DATA COLLECTION 

Participants  Data     Main locations   

34 bureaucrats, 

managers, 

academics and 

frontline 

implementers   

One in-depth interview with 

each person during 2010 and 

early 2011.  

Intermittent contact 

between 2004–2010  

Documents and published 

literature about AL and its 

scale-up      

A total of 27 interviews were 

conducted face-to-face. Twenty-

one in Darwin, four in Melbourne, 

and two in Canberra. Seven 

interviews were conducted by 

telephone. The interviews lasted 

between 30 and 120 minutes. I 

conducted one interview with 

each participant.  

Many 

bureaucrats, 

managers, 

academics and 

frontline 

implementers   

Intermittent contact 

between 2004-2010  

Documents and published 

literature about AL and its 

scale-up      

Northern Territory  

Canberra 

South Australia  

 

2.4.1 The reformers  

I refer to the academics, bureaucrats, frontline implementers and project 

managers who participated in this study as the reformers. The reformers had diverse 
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roles and responsibilities related to the development, implementation and evaluation 

of Accelerated Literacy at scale. I chose the term reformers because scaling-up AL 

was an attempt to reform English literacy education for Indigenous students in 

remote Northern Territory schools. Although reformers’ roles and responsibilities 

were diverse, the reformers were collectively responsible for scaling-up AL. Figure 2 

(below) provides an overview of the organisations and the roles of the reformers in 

these organisations
1
.  

Figure 2: Overview of the reformers and their organisations 

 

                                                 

1
 Further detail of each organisations’ responsibilities in relation to scaling-up AL can be found in 

Appendix 2a. 

The Organisations and Reformers' Roles   

Australian government 
(DEST) 

Executive and 
senior 

bureaucrats  

Northern Terrtory 
Department of Education 

(NTDoE)  

Executive and 
senior 

bureaucrats 

Project  managers 

Frontline 
implementers  

Charles Darwin  
University (CDU)  

Academics 
(including 

developers) 

Project  managers 

Frontline 
implementers 
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The Northern Territory Department of Education (NTDoE) had the overall 

responsibility for the implementation, management and outcomes and reported to the 

Australian government Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) 

against contractual performance indicators referred to by government implementers 

as the “metrics”. Executive and senior bureaucrats in NTDoE and DEST were 

accountable to their respective education ministers, who in turn, reported progress to 

the Australian parliament.  

To support implementation at scale NTDoE formed a partnership with 

Charles Darwin University (CDU) and the National Accelerated Literacy Program 

(NALP) was created. Charles Darwin University was contracted by NTDoE to 

conduct research, produce professional development materials and resources, 

provide training to the NTDoE Accelerated Literacy professional learning team 

(ALPLT), evaluate the implementation and its outcomes, and report to NTDoE 

against contract deliverables. The ALPLT had its own manager who in turn reported 

to senior bureaucrats in NTDoE.  

The managers and academics at CDU were responsible for achieving the 

contract deliverables and reporting to NTDEET. Additionally, NTDoE ALPLT 

worked alongside the CDU academics and frontline implementers to provide in- 

school professional learning and centralised professional development workshops. 

The CDU academics and frontline implementers also collected reading achievement 

data for system-wide comparison and reporting and acted as advocates for 

Accelerated Literacy pedagogy and its implementation at scale (NTDEET, 2006).  
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During the initial stages of data collection and analysis I collected 

background information about the individual participants and settings to ensure that I 

was portraying the full range of contexts in the study (Charmaz, 2014). By doing this 

I discovered an important concept reformers referred to as recycling. Many 

reformers worked in a variety of roles both at CDU and NTDoE. The concept of 

recycling refers to these reformers. Importantly, this concept shows that these 

reformers belonged to multiple groups and organisations. For example, a bureaucrat 

became an academic, a manager became a bureaucrat, an academic became a 

frontline implementer, and some reformers belonged to several groups 

simultaneously! For these reasons I decided to examine reformers’ experiences as 

one collective group, rather than at the level of the various sub-groups to which 

reformers belonged.  

This decision was not just a pragmatic one however. Symbolic interactionists 

study the meanings that people attach to individual and joint action and interaction, 

not individual people or their group membership (Blumer, 1969). In addition, 

grounded theorists “…write about concepts not people” (Glaser, 1978, p. 134 italics 

in original). While reformers belonged to different groups at different times and had 

a diverse range of experiences they shared the same goal: to make a difference to the 

literacy achievement and lives of Indigenous students attending remote Northern 

Territory schools.      

2.4.2 Sampling and data selection   

From the very beginning of the process of data collection and analysis, 

grounded theorists are trying to learn about what is happening from the participants’ 
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subjective point of view, rather than our pre-conceived notions (Charmaz, 2006). 

This is achieved by “…studying our data and then returning to the field and 

gathering focused data to answer analytic questions and to fill conceptual gaps” 

(Charmaz, 2006, p. 29). This procedure of data selection is described by Charmaz 

(2006) as purposeful, selective and theoretical sampling. I employed these sampling 

procedures to guide data collection and analysis and thus, to understand reformers’ 

experiences of scaling-up AL. This shaped the questions I asked during interviews 

and the ways in which I sampled the plethora of documents related to scaling-up AL 

that I had access to.   

During the initial stages of data collection and analysis I selected sites, 

individuals and documents that I believed could best help me to understand the 

problem and answer the emerging research questions. The participants’ concerns 

guided the direction of the research, as did the patterns and development of 

categories from the preceding data collection and analysis (Charmaz, 1990). After 

the initial categories emerged I systematically applied theoretical sampling to guide 

the collection and analysis of data. The ways that I employed purposeful, selective 

and theoretical sampling are discussed throughout the data analysis section of this 

chapter.  

Conducting intensive interviews  

According to Charmaz (2006) interviewing is an effective method for 

constructivist grounded theory researchers as it enables them to access a diverse 

range of perspectives, explore the experience deeply and elicit each “participant’s 

interpretation of his or her experience” (pp. 25-26). To invite reformers to participate 
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in this study I made initial contact via an email of introduction (Appendix 2b: 

Recruitment invitation). A plain language statement (PLS) outlining the research 

objectives and details of what participation involved was attached. The PLS also 

advised reformers that participation was voluntary and they could withdraw their 

consent at any time (Appendix 2c: Plain language statement). This letter of 

invitation was followed up by a phone call from me where I provided a brief 

overview of the details of the research, what was involved in the interview, and 

answered questions.  

Where interviews were conducted face-to-face the participant was offered a 

choice of venue. Participants were provided with a copy of the guiding interview 

questions prior to the interview. Before the interview commenced I explained the 

purpose of the interview, discussed the PLS and informed consent procedures, and 

strategies to ensure anonymity. Participants who agreed to participate were asked to 

sign a consent form (Appendix 2d: Consent form).  

Thirty-four reformers responded and participated in intensive interviews that 

lasted between 30 and 90 minutes each. Twenty-eight intensive interviews were 

conducted face-to-face and six were conducted by telephone. The interviews took 

place between January 2010 and April 2011. With the participants’ permission, 

interviews were recorded. A copy of the interview transcript was available to 

participants upon request. No participants requested this.   

Soon after each interview I transcribed and coded the interview, and wrote 

reflective memos to capture emerging analytical thoughts and connections. 

Transcribing the recorded interviews also helped me to focus on what the participant 
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was saying and enabled me to reflect on the effectiveness of my interview technique 

(Charmaz, 2006). 

Poor interviewing techniques can undermine analysis (Charmaz, 2006). One 

way for novice grounded theory researchers to improve interviewing is to think 

though the interview questions beforehand so that they are prepared. According to 

Charmaz (2006) these open-ended questions “encourage unanticipated statements 

and stories to emerge” (p. 26) In addition to open-ended questions, more specific 

questions enable the researcher to “focus on significant statements” (p. 26). To avoid 

forcing the data Charmaz (2006) recommended developing an “interview guide with 

well-planned open-ended questions and ready probes” (p. 29). For these reasons I 

developed an interview guide.  

In the interview guide I listed questions that addressed issues that I wanted to 

explore, and the questions were shaped by the emerging focus of the study 

(Charmaz, 2006; Merriam, 1998). The questions became more focused as I shifted 

from purposive sampling to theoretical sampling. For example, during the first few 

interviews I relied on the interview guide however as the focused codes began to 

emerge I focused on the questions that related to these, for example, deciding to 

scale-up and literacy camps contesting scale-up. Importantly, the extent to which I 

could use purposeful, selective and theoretical sampling to guide data collection 

during the interviews and from the documentary data was influenced by reformers’ 

experiences according to the period they were involved and their role.    

The wording and the order in which I asked the questions and explored issues 

changed during each interview as I responded “to the situation at hand, to the 
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emerging worldview of the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” (Merriam, 

1998, p. 75) and allowed “ideas and issues emerge” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 29). Table 2 

below provides an example of the interview guide I used.  

TABLE 2: EXAMPLE INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Participants’ roles and group membership  

Can you tell me about your involvement in the National Accelerated Literacy Program 

(NALP) in the Northern Territory? 

What was your role?   

Scale-up 

What happened when Accelerated Literacy was rolled out/expanded/scaled-up in the 

Northern Territory? How? Why?  

What are some of the most significant things that happened when Accelerated 

Literacy was rolled out/expanded in the Northern Territory? 

Was the roll out/expansion successful?  How / how not? 

How did you / do you feel about that? 

What future directions do you imagine or hope for NALP? 

Future scenario 

You have just found out that the NT government has decided to scale-up a new 

literacy program—called Fast Track Literacy—in mostly remote Indigenous schools 

over the next four years. What advice would you give?  

  

Importantly, Charmaz (2006) contended that the flexibility and focus of 

constructivist grounded theory data collection and analysis is what sets it apart from 

“much in-depth interviewing because we narrow the range of interview topics to 



CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH DESIGN 

61 

 

gather specific data for developing our theoretical frameworks as we proceed with 

conducting the interviews” (p. 29).  

The purpose of interviewing in constructivist grounded theory is to 

encourage the participants to “describe and reflect upon his or her experiences” 

(Charmaz, 2006, pp. 25–26). This can be achieved by careful listening, sensitive 

observation and encouragement. To promote positive interaction during the 

interviews I used emic terms rather than technical jargon and terms and concepts 

from the literature (Merriam 1998). For example, participants used the terms scale-

up, roll-out and expansion to refer to the process of implementing AL at scale and 

during the interviews I adopted the term used by each participant. My involvement in 

scaling-up AL, and careful listening, gave me the insight to do this.  

Using emic terms is also important because during the interview the 

researcher and participant co-construct experiences and knowledge (Charmaz, 2006). 

The result is a reconstruction of a reality. Because this study is shaped by an 

interpretive paradigm and the theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism, 

language and meaning are central to the interview process and in turn, the 

reconstruction of reality. Charmaz (2006) explained:  

Studying your data prompts you to learn nuances of your research participants’ 

language and meanings. Subsequently, you learn to define the directions where your 

data can take you…If you attend to respondents’ language, you can bridge their 

experience with your research questions. Then you can learn about their meanings 

rather than make assumptions about what they mean… (p. 35). 

Thus, Charmaz (2006) advised constructivist grounded theory researchers to 

use probing strategies to “help the participant to articulate his or her intentions and 
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meanings” (pp. 25–26) and to elicit “…the participant’s definitions of terms, 

situations, and events and try to tap his or her assumptions, implicit meanings, and 

tacit rules” (p. 32). I followed this advice and used probes for the purposes described 

above. Participants’ responses were diverse so it was not possible to determine the 

probes in advance (Merriam 1998). Instead, as the primary instrument of data 

collection I needed to draw on my insights and understandings to be able to make 

informed decisions about when to probe and when to steer the interview in a 

different direction. The probes I used depended on the participants’ response to the 

initial question. Specifically, I used note taking during the interview process to 

enable me to continue listening while jotting down future questions and specific 

points to follow up or clarify once the respondent had finished answering the 

question (Charmaz, 2006).  

After each interview I wrote reflective and analytical memos. I did this to 

monitor the effectiveness of my interview techniques, to note anything that stood 

out, to identify concepts to follow up, or information that I was missing. When 

monitoring the effectiveness of my research techniques I focused on examining my 

interactions with the participant and how my subjectivities shaped the interview. I 

also revised the interview guide and made necessary changes, such as adding focus 

questions or points to follow up.  

Issues during interviews  

Because interviews are a co-constructed process “an interview reflects what 

interviewers and participants bring to the interview, impressions during it, and the 

relationship constructed through it.” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 26) Thus, it is important for 
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the researcher to “remain attuned to how participants perceive them and how both 

participants’ and interviewers’ past and immediate identities may influence the 

character and content of interaction” (p. 26). For example, participants’ accounts 

reflect “particular points of view that serve specific purposes” and therefore status 

and power differences may also shape the interview process (Charmaz, 2006, pp. 26-

28). There were two interviews where I found it difficult to manage the interview 

due to these issues.  

The first was the interview with executive bureaucrat Gabrielle. From the 

start of the interview I sensed that Gabrielle mistrusted me and perceived me as 

having some power because I was researching scaling-up AL and her part in it. On 

the other hand, I felt that Gabrielle’s position, assertiveness and my lack of it meant 

Gabrielle had the power. Not only did Gabrielle control the conversation but she 

could withdraw her consent at any time. Not knowing how to handle this, I simply 

let Gabrielle take control of the interview. Table 3 below, an excerpt from the 

reflective memo I wrote shortly after the interview with bureaucrat Gabrielle, 

provides insight into this.  

TABLE 3: MEMO REFLECTING ON INTERVIEW WITH BUREAUCRAT GABRIELLE, 20TH 

JULY 2010 

The interview  

I sat inside the cafe facing the door and awaited Gabrielle’s arrival. Gabrielle moved 

quickly and purposefully as she entered the cafe. She was dressed in designer clothes: 

a grey tunic dress with a bright fabric flower brooch, tights and boots. She wore a 

matching grey jacket. As Gabrielle sat down she launched straight in and asked me, 

“What are you doing?” while she fumbled through her bag saying, “I have a piece of 

paper in my bag somewhere” as though looking for the PLS and consent I emailed her 
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before the interview. I drew her attention to the copy of the PLS and consent on the 

table and to tried to warm her up by talking about the study and the purpose of the 

interview and said, “What I’m really interested in trying to get a handle on is that 

period from around 2003 and 2004”.  

Gabrielle snapped, “2003 and 2004 is five and a half years ago and I’ve got very general 

statements and I might ask you some questions before I can answer your questions”. 

I replied, “Yeah, great”.  

Gabrielle said, “I’m hugely affected by that and I don’t know now if I wouldn’t do 

anything again...because it is too hard, um ...[pause]...or not, or whether I would only 

do it under very...[pause]...that’s a really serious question which is not where I want to 

go, because I think the problem with working in the Northern Territory or the 

Kimberley or wherever it is, is that you reach a point where you are paralysed and you 

can’t, you know, you can’t do things and that’s not a bad position to be in. It is better 

than going on blindly doing something that…but…we all go in absolutely determined to 

make a difference. In the end I...do you mind if we...” Gabrielle then looked at the 

consent and PLS sitting in front of me on the table and asked if we mind doing that.    

Reflecting on this interaction I realised that Gabrielle answered a question she had 

posed herself and then commented that it was a serious question. Despite the earlier 

fumbling and vagueness about my purpose here, Gabrielle had obviously given this 

some thought.   

Later in the interview, when I restated her earlier comment about paralyses Gabrielle 

assertively corrected me and said, “What I said was... after you have worked there for 

a long time you can get to a point of paralysis...which is not where I think you should 

be going. You’re better off leaving...if you are in a situation in any workforce where 

you have reached that point, you need to get out.” 

At the end of the interview I mentioned that I might contact her to follow up. Gabrielle 

replied, “Good luck”. I got the impression that this meeting would be the first and last 

time Gabrielle would agree to speak to me regarding the scale-up of AL.         

Reflection  

I think that Gabrielle’s first few sentences were decisive, pre-planned (or just came 
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naturally as a high level bureaucrat) and this set the tone for the interview. It soon 

became apparent that this interview would be conducted on Gabrielle’s terms and that 

she wanted to be in control of the interview. It seemed like Gabrielle was always at 

least one step ahead. She had anticipated things I couldn’t because I didn’t know much 

about her role in the scale-up. Even though I was acutely aware of her high status, and 

was nervous as a result, I didn’t have a strategy. I naively expected her to talk frankly 

and openly because she knew Uma. I wonder why she agreed to participate. Was it out 

of a sense of obligation to Uma? Was she curious about what I was doing?  

Development of the core category: Quest to make a difference 

At the time I didn’t realise the importance of “we all go in absolutely determined to 

make a difference” and “you can get to a point of paralysis…you’re better off leaving”. 

However, as the substantive theory quest to make a difference and a phase of scaling-

up AL called faltering implementation started to appear I realised the significance of 

this statement.  

 

The second interview that demonstrates issues during the interview in 

relation to insider status (see 2.4.4 below), professional relationships and perceived 

bias, was with bureaucrat Zoe. The memo in Table 4 below outlines these issues.  

TABLE 4: MEMO REFLECTING ON INTERVIEW WITH BUREAUCRAT ZOE 17TH NOVEMBER 

2010 

Reflection  

I hadn't met Zoe before this interview, but I knew of her. The interview was in her 

office in the central office. She seemed cagey so I started slowly. For 15 minutes we 

chatted informally about the evaluation of AL, warming up. As we shifted to the PLS 

and consent Zoe said something that took me by surprise. She told me that some 

people were not participating in this PhD study because I was enrolled at CDU. I began 

to understand some of her caginess and felt that Zoe couldn’t separate my role as a 

PhD candidate from my role as evaluator at CDU.  
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I wondered why Zoe agreed to this interview. Was she curious? Was she checking me 

out? Was she trying to find out what I was doing? Perhaps she just didn’t trust me?     

Zoe had agreed to a one-hour interview but after 40 minutes she indicated that she 

was finished. I felt that we were just scratching the surface and asked for a follow up 

interview. Zoe said she was free during January and that would be a good time.  

Although Zoe didn't seem forthcoming during this interview it was still useful as Zoe 

provided rich information about the conditions in the Department when AL was first 

piloted and subsequently scaled up, that I was unaware of.  

Development of the sub-core category: Whipping it into full system implementation 

An important area to follow up is what Zoe said about scale-up being a project and 

trying to "build it to a level while it was systematised" as this relates to the sub-

category grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution.  

Postscript:  

I January I sent Zoe two follow up emails and she replied to the second to let me know 

that she was too busy to further participate.   

 

Even though these interviews didn’t go according to plan due to the issues 

outlined above, during the process of writing reflective and analytical memos I 

realised that both of these participants provided theoretical insights and some rich 

data. Writing memos about these interviews also prompted me to reflect on my 

interviewing techniques.    

Selecting and anslysing texts  

I sorted 1187 documents related to Accelerated Literacy pedagogy and 

scaling-up AL into 140 folders. These documents were produced between 1974 and 

2010. These documents were written by a range of reformers, for a variety of 

purposes and audiences. The documents cover all stages of development, 
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implementation and evaluation and were mostly produced by NALP for scale-up and 

by the participants. For example:    

 development of Scaffolding Literacy and its implementation and evaluation; 

 Stage 1 evaluation of the scale-up of AL in the NT: case reports; 

 Stage 1 evaluation of the scale-up of AL in the NT: survey data;  

 Stage 2 evaluation of the scale-up of AL in the NT: focus group interview; 

data (AL experts) and;   

 National Accelerated Literacy Program documents  

o published and program management and implementation plans, 

unpublished reports, memoranda, meeting minutes, newsletters, 

promotional material, descriptions of pedagogy, email list serves, 

media releases, professional development materials and other 

program documentation were also provided by participants. 

o some participants provided information in electronic form as emails 

and other correspondence.  

Because some reformers were academics, they published in peer-reviewed 

journals. These were primary materials as the information was obtained directly from 

the people or the situation under study (Creswell, 2003). Additionally, much was 

written about scaling-up AL by peers and published in reports, academic journals 

and online. These are considered secondary accounts of the people or situation as 

they were written by others (Cresswell, 2003).  

I drew on the texts to aid with my analysis and interpretation of interview 

data. Some reformers didn’t participate in interview but I analysed texts that they had 
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written. I commenced analysing documents before my first interview and concluded 

long after. Following Charmaz (2006) I commenced textual analysis by focusing on 

the content of the texts. I coded them as I did the interview data. I used N-vivo 

qualitative software to code and categorise interview data and documents. I wrote 

memos to explore the relationships between structure and content; audiences, authors 

and production and presentation of text.   

Charmaz (2006) asserted that drawing on a range of texts in addition to 

interviewing can uncover important information about the social context including 

information about participants and the issues that are important to them. Texts can 

also provide “insights into perspectives, practice, and events not easily obtained 

through other qualitative methods” (p. 39). Charmaz (2006) advised that it is 

important to situate texts in the context in which they were produced. This can be 

achieved by asking:   

Where do data come from?  Who participated in shaping them? What did the 

authors intend? Have participants provided sufficient information for us to make a 

plausible interpretation? And do we have sufficient knowledge of the relevant 

worlds to read their words with any understanding?    

Because I was involved in scaling-up AL and knew the reformers who had 

provided information I had rich insider insights and contextual information about the 

production of the texts. Thus, I was able to heed Charmaz’s (2006) advice and 

provide a “description of the times, actors and issues” referred to in the texts (p. 42). 

I also interviewed many of the authors of the texts and used “several types of 

documents” including those that demonstrated alternative perspectives about the 

same issues, conceptions or beliefs.  
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Using texts as sources of data has its perils however. Charmaz (2006) warned 

that “texts consist of varied documents that the researcher had no hand in shaping” 

(p. 35). What is more, Charmaz (2006) explained that “these texts are products. The 

processes that shape them may be ambiguous, invisible, and perhaps, unknowable” 

(p. 39). Because of this Charmaz (2006) urged researchers to consider the “serious 

limitations” texts can have (p. 35).  

Even so, Charmaz (2006) argued that researchers can address these 

limitations through careful analysis of the text. For example: starting with the 

content; examining the relationships between structure and content, audiences and 

authors; and the production and presentation of text. Where possible, I situated texts 

in their context by considering the purposes, intentions and ways the texts were 

shaped according to this. My experiences and understanding of scaling-up AL, the 

ongoing analysis of interview data, and writing reflective memos enabled me to 

uncover the participants’ understandings as communicated in the texts.  

2.4.3 Being a reflexive researcher  

Next, I make explicit my role in the collection of data, data analysis and 

interpretation and provide examples of my reflexivity. Constructivist grounded 

theory researchers seek to understand the phenomena from the participants’ point of 

view. Charmaz (2014) explained that interpretive researchers don’t “necessarily 

adopt or reproduce participants’ views as our own; rather, we interpret them” (p. 33). 

The interpretive research process is shaped by the researchers’ own subjectivity. 

That is, their worldview, values, biases and motivations (Creswell, 2013; Guba & 

Lincoln, 2005). The interpretations I made of the data were shaped by my own 
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experiences and background, as well as those in the setting (Denzin & Lincoln 1994, 

2000; Merriam, 1998). Indeed, Charmaz (2014) contended that constructivist 

grounded theory researchers are “obligated to be reflexive about what we bring to 

the scene, what we see, and how we see it” (p. 27). To do this, we need to “test our 

assumptions” and also test what the participants “take for granted as well as what 

they say and do” (p. 33). In order to manage their subjectivities, constructivist 

grounded theory researchers need to be aware of their assumptions about the 

phenomenon being studied (Charmaz, 2006).  

In Chapter One: Introduction I outlined how my experiences as a teacher of 

Scaffolding Literacy and later, as an evaluator of the implementation of Accelerated 

Literacy at scale in the Northern Territory, sparked my original interest in this study. 

I also touched on how, by the end of the scale-up, I felt perplexed. My motivation to 

undertake this study was triggered by a sense of confusion about what happened 

when AL was scaled-up, especially the ways reformers shaped the process. 

Beginning as one of the reformers, I have brought these experiences, values and 

beliefs to this study.   

Further, as part of my professional socialisation I came to believe that 

Accelerated Literacy could be effective English literacy pedagogy in a range of 

educational contexts if teachers develop a principled understanding of the theories 

underpinning the practices. I believe that from this, teachers need to adapt the 

Accelerated Literacy teaching strategies to suit the needs of their learners. This is 

because students’ literacy learning needs differ according to a range of factors, 

including age, language background other than English, and previous literacy 

achievement.  
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I’m a white, working-class, middle-aged female. I attended a primary school 

in Melbourne that was once described as the most disadvantaged in the metropolitan 

region. I didn’t finish high school and I worked in un-skilled jobs for ten years 

before being accepted into university to complete a Bachelor of Education degree as 

a mature-aged student. I have continued to participate in formal study much of my 

adult life. My personal and professional experiences have led me to believe that 

education can provide opportunities for a better life. Central to this is my command 

of English literacy.  

Throughout this study, I monitored and examined how my experiences, 

values and beliefs shaped the research process. I did this by critically reflecting on 

my biases, pre-conceived ideas and changing views by regularly writing reflective 

memos (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). When writing these memos, I reflected on my 

interpretations of participants’ meanings and actions the decisions I made when 

interpreting the data (Charmaz, 2006). Being reflexive in this sense helped me to 

ensure the theory that I developed was grounded in the data rather than my 

subjectivities or knowledge I had gained from the literature (Charmaz, 1990). By 

engaging critically with the ways that my subjectivities and knowledge were shaping 

the research process I was better equipped to focus on the meanings participants 

were attaching to their experiences of scaling-up AL.  

2.4.4 Being an insider 

In my role as evaluator of the scaling-up AL I attended professional 

development workshops, enrolled in the Graduate Certificate of Accelerated 

Literacy, and mingled with English literacy experts at conferences. I frequently 
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attended meetings with reformers for a variety of purposes related to the evaluation. 

My experiences of scaling-up AL mostly involved interacting with academics and 

managers at Charles Darwin University (CDU), and managers and frontline 

implementers employed by the Northern Territory Department of Education 

(NTDoE). My interactions with bureaucrats from the Australian government 

Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) and bureaucrats and project 

managers in NTDoE were less frequent, particularly in the case of the executive 

bureaucrats. 

My insider status had both a positive and negative influence on data 

collection, analysis and interpretation. For example, my experiences as both a 

teacher of Scaffolding Literacy and an evaluator of Accelerated Literacy provided 

me with access to people and documents. However, my insider status also influenced 

participation in this study. I invited 85 reformers who were involved in scaling-up 

AL to participate in an interview. Of these, 34 agreed, 45 didn’t respond, and six 

declined the invitation. Some reformers had moved on, some were not interested, 

and some frontline implementers were angry that Accelerated Literacy was no longer 

a mandated literacy program and believed that my role as evaluator had influenced 

this decision. Other frontline implementers and some bureaucrats expressed concern 

about my insider status and felt that because of this, I could not conduct this study 

“objectively”. On the other hand, the positive professional relationships I had 

developed with some frontline implementers, bureaucrats and academics influenced 

their decision to participate. In addition, there were some participants—especially 

bureaucrats and academics—who didn’t know me personally but agreed to be 

interviewed because others had vouched for me.  
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Although some reformers didn’t participate in the intensive interviews this 

didn’t limit the scope of the study. In constructivist grounded theory the credibility 

of data collection is not judged on how many people participate but the richness of 

the data and theoretical saturation (Charmaz, 2006). Additionally, the documentary 

data produced by the reformers supplemented the data I collected from the 34 

intensive interviews with reformers. This provided me with many sources of data 

from which to uncover diverse versions of an incident, or to seek further information 

to saturate a theoretical category.  

2.4.5 Ethical considerations  

I received approval from the Charles Darwin University Human Research 

Ethics Committee and the Human Research Ethics Committee of the Northern 

Territory Department of Health and the Menzies School of Health Research to 

conduct this research. I also received approval from The Northern Territory 

Department of Education to interview government employees for the purposes of 

this research. Details are included in Appendix 2e. In this section I describe 

considerations in relation to anonymity, privacy and confidentiality relevant to this 

research and discuss how I addressed these ethical issues.  

In relation to anonymity, I asked participants if I could quote what they said 

directly from the interview, making sure they would not be identified by name. All 

34 participants consented to be quoted upon the condition that they were not 

identified. All participants held senior positions and many were public service 

employees bound by confidentiality agreements. Some expressed concern about the 

potential harm that may be caused if their comments were made public. I guaranteed 
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anonymity to participants and I didn’t include any information that would enable the 

participant to be identified. To ensure no risk or harm to participants I used 

pseudonyms when referring to interview and documentary data, however, when 

citing published literature authored by a participant, I referred to the author.  

In my role as evaluator of Accelerated Literacy I was often privy to 

confidential information. In the ethics application I agreed to treat any confidential 

information sensitively. At times I realised that data had the potential to cause harm 

by breaching privacy and confidentiality (as it was obvious who the participant was) 

and although I coded this and it later informed an abstract concept, I didn’t include 

the data verbatim as evidence to support my analysis and interpretation. When 

considering the suitability of verbatim data to include as evidence I drew on my 

experience to determine the risk to participants and sought advice from my 

supervisors (also with histories in scaling-up AL) when I was uncertain. Because I 

had rich data I had many sources of verbatim data to choose from to support my 

analysis and interpretations.  

To ensure the data remains confidential I have password-protected and stored 

participant profiles in a secure university server and only I have access to these files. 

The participant profiles provide information about participants including names, 

pseudonyms, roles, responsibilities, organisations, period of involvement, and data 

sources.  
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2.5 Data analysis  

To explain reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL I used constructivist 

grounded theory methods to systematically analyse data collected from intensive 

interviews and documents. Through a consecutive process of data collection and 

analysis I coded and compared data to develop conceptual categories, wrote 

reflective memos, related conceptual categories, conducted theoretical coding, and 

compared these categories to the literature to develop the substantive grounded 

theory (Charmaz, 2006). This process is outlined in Figure 3 below: 

FIGURE 3: OVERVIEW OF GROUNDED THEORY PROCESS 

 

Figure 3. Overview of grounded theory process. Adapted from Charmaz (2006, p. 11).  
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2.5.1 Coding data and writing memos   

In grounded theory studies coding is fundamental to analysing and theorising 

about what the data means (Charmaz, 2006). Coding is the process of labelling 

sections of data to represent meaning and constantly comparing these (Charmaz, 

2014). As suggested by Charmaz (2006) when coding I remained “open to all 

theoretical directions indicated by readings of the data” and was cautious to not force 

the data into categories that reflected my experiences, or that were shaped by the 

literature (p. 45). To achieve this I used gerunds—the noun form of a verb—to depict 

what the data was about (Charmaz, 2006, 2014). Gerunds enabled me to convey 

action, process and imagery in the code; to remain close to the data; and to prioritise 

reformers’ language, meanings, and views in order to show their perspectives 

(Charmaz, 2006).  

I generated different types of analytic codes at different stages of the research 

process. According to Charmaz (2006) coding consists of three phases: initial 

coding, focused coding and theoretical coding. As data collection, coding and 

analysis progressed, the focus shifted from analysing to theorising. Thornberg and 

Charmaz (2013) explained that initial and focused codes “generate data-driven and 

empirical codes and categories”, whereas theoretical codes “consist of ideas and 

perspectives that researchers import to the research process as analytic tools and 

lenses from outside, from a range of theories” (p. 14).  

In constructivist grounded theory studies reflective and analytic memo 

writing goes hand in hand with coding. As with coding, my memo writing shifted 

from the analytical to the theoretical and became more abstract as the study 
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progressed. In the following sections I provide examples of how I carried out initial, 

focused and theoretical data collection, coding and memo writing to collect and 

analyse data. I include examples of coding and memo writing at various stages of the 

research process. 

2.5.2 Initial coding and writing memos 

Initial coding describes the process of line-by-line coding (Charmaz, 2006). 

Initial coding enables the researcher to “get a picture of what is happening in the data 

and possible meanings” (p. 43). Initial coding also uncovers unexpected patterns and 

concepts, supports the development of tentative categories, and informs the 

collection of further data (Charmaz, 2006).  

During the process of initial coding I read the initial interview transcript/s 

and coded line-by-line, accepting all data. I focused on identifying process and 

action by asking what Thornberg and Charmaz (2013) called the “basic question in 

initial coding…‘What is happening or actually going on here?’” (p. 8). To uncover 

similarities and differences I then compared initial codes with initial codes. This 

constant comparison of the data enabled me to sort, cluster, revise and re-construct 

“new, more elaborated codes by merging or combining identical or similar initial 

codes” (p. 10). Though the process of initial coding I uncovered “…the most 

significant or frequent initial codes that make the most analytical sense” (p. 10).  

An example of initial coding is presented in Table 5 below. I use the initial 

code being persuaded AL is powerful in making kids literate throughout this 

section as an example of the process of coding and memo writing that I undertook.  
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TABLE 5: EXCERPT OF INTERVIEW WITH EXAMPLE OF INITIAL LINE-BY-LINE CODING 

Excerpt from interview with bureaucrat Gabrielle 

20th July 2010  

Initial line-by-line coding  

So anyway I went to this meeting and I was 

[executive role]…and I was really interested and 

got them to talk to me about what they were 

doing. That’s how I found out about it. And then I 

was very exploratory about it and I was persuaded 

that Accelerated Literacy, as a way of teaching, 

was powerful in making kids literate in English. 

And I still think it’s a valid teaching approach. And 

it’s an effective teaching approach. 

Going to meeting  

Being interested in AL 

Finding out about AL 

Being exploratory about AL  

Being persuaded AL is powerful in 

making kids literate  

Thinking AL is valid and effective 

teaching approach     

Early memos  

During initial coding I wrote early memos to develop ideas as codes. Table 6 

below shows an example of an early memo.  

TABLE 6: EARLY EXAMPLE MEMO – BEING PERSUADED THAT AL IS POWERFUL IN 

MAKING KIDS LITERATE 

July, 2010 

In order to get a deeper understanding of reformers' views about being persuaded that 

AL is powerful in making kids literate I need to investigate this code especially in 

relation to deciding to scale-up AL. To further explore what this code means and how it 

relates to the other data and emerging categories I need to consider: 

 --how can I define being persuaded that AL is powerful in making kids literate?  

--what are its properties? 

--how does it relate to other similar codes?  
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--what are the main issues for reformers in relation to being persuaded that AL is 

powerful in making kids literate?  

--what are the consequences of being persuaded that AL is powerful in making kids 

literate?    

2.5.3 Focused coding and advanced memos 

Once the initial codes began to emerge I commenced focused coding. 

Focused codes are more directed and conceptual than initial codes and represent the 

emerging key concepts, and most of the variation within the category, that the 

participants identified. Charmaz (2006) explained: 

In a grounded theory study, the researcher negotiates divergent perspectives within 

the data to produce an integrated theory. Conscious awareness of multiple 

perspectives and how perspectives influence participants’ and the researcher’s own 

actions and interactions enable the researcher to build variation into data analysis, 

particularly during intermediate and advanced coding (p. 47).  

Undertaking focused coding enables researchers to explain larger segments 

of data and identify the codes that “make the most analytic sense” (Charmaz, 2006, 

p. 47). During the process of focused coding I filtered and coded the transcripts by 

selecting the most relevant data to code in relation to the emerging concepts. I 

continued to reformulate the interview questions to focus the data collection in 

response to these emerging concepts and to gather rich data. As I coded I selected 

only data that added value to the emerging concepts. I also targeted documents that 

filled conceptual gaps and added insights into the emerging concepts. This ensured 

that the conceptual categories were not only deep but wide enough to reveal 

reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL (Charmaz, 2006).  
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The focused codes were data driven, developed through constant comparison 

and sorting memos, and enabled me to generate concepts from the data (Charmaz, 

2006). Constant comparison involved looking for similarities and differences in the 

data codes. I made constant comparisons of: interaction patterns, situations, contexts, 

people’s beliefs and accounts of experiences about the same phenomenon at the 

same time and over time and comparing categories with categories (Thornberg and 

Charmaz, 2013). 

In Table 7 below I provide an example of the initial code being persuaded AL 

is powerful in making kids literate and its relationship to other initial codes. I 

selected the focused code believing that Scaffolding Literacy works as it synthesised 

and encompassed all the initial codes, and the processes outlined above.  

TABLE 7: EXAMPLE OF FOCUSED CODE AND INITIAL CODES 

Focused code  Examples of texts coded as initial codes 

Believing that Scaffolding 

Literacy works  

Being persuaded AL is powerful in making kids literate   

Being in the era of ‘What Works’  

Thinking it had been proven  

Believing it is better than anything else  

Believing it would make a difference  

Believing that programs make a difference  

Being persuaded AL delivers results  

Pedagogy having powerful impacts  

Deciding that AL had something to offer 

Producing hard evidence of what is working 
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Being persuaded AL works  

Delivering results during the pilot   

Getting real results for their money 

 

Throughout the process of constant comparison, I moved across interviews 

and documents and compared the reformers experiences and their interpretations of 

what was happening in relation to the focused code, believing that Scaffolding 

Literacy works. For example, I looked at all the sources of data to see how each 

reformer talked about their views of this. I compared what each said about the 

experience and this helped me to refine the focused code believing that Scaffolding 

Literacy works.  

I also wrote memos to synthesise and advance initial codes to focused codes. 

The memo in Table 8 below illustrates how the initial code being persuaded AL is 

powerful in making kids literate was developed to a focused code believing that 

Scaffolding Literacy works and how I conceptualised this focused code.   

Table 8: Example memo – Believing that Scaffolding Literacy works 

Memo: November, 2011 

This earlier initial code being persuaded that AL delivers results is encompassed within 

the focused code believing that Scaffolding Literacy works. Believing that Scaffolding 

Literacy works means that at the time they decided to scale- up, the reformers 

believed that the program had been delivering results. They situated this in the context 

of being in the era of ‘What Works’. This was a time when Indigenous education 

providers received funding through special grants to implement projects developed in 

local contexts. The reformers believed that Scaffolding Literacy was having powerful 

impacts and making a difference for Indigenous students, especially those who were 
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more than two years behind their non-Indigenous counterparts.  

Because of the results during the Scaffolding Literacy in Indigenous schools project and 

the Northern Territory pilot implementation both the Australian and Northern 

Territory governments believed they were getting real results for their money and 

were quick to endorse Accelerated Literacy and fund its large scale roll out.    

Raising focused codes to conceptual categories 

According to Thornberg and Charmaz (2013) grounded theory researchers 

choose the codes that best reflect their analysis of the data “and raise these codes up 

to tentative conceptual categories” (p. 20). This process of raising focused codes to 

conceptual categories involves “giving these categories conceptual definitions and 

assessing relationships between them” (p. 20). I did this by writing memos and 

comparing data, codes, categories and memos. For example, I compared the focused 

codes exposing Indigenous outcomes, believing that Scaffolding Literacy works and 

deciding to scale-up AL in relation to reformers’ experiences of deciding to scale-up 

AL. From this I developed the tentative category: Grasping Scaffolding Literacy as 

the solution. After further coding, comparing initial codes, testing the fit of the 

focused codes in relation to the tentative category I raised this to the conceptual 

category, Grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution.  

Diagrams (figures) 

Diagrams, such as mind maps and flow charts are considered visual memos. I 

developed diagrams to refine my thinking about the relationships between the codes 

and categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). These are presented as figures at the 
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beginning of each phase and show the relationships between the category, sub-

categories and focused codes.  

Advanced memos  

I wrote advanced memos during the process of constant comparison of the 

data to refine the conceptual categories. The advanced memos were analytic and 

grounded in the data. An example of an advanced memo is presented in Table 9 

below. 

TABLE 9: EXAMPLE ADVANCED MEMO: GRASPING AL AS THE SOLUTION 

Conceptual category: Grasping AL as the solution  

Grasping AL as the solution means that the decision to scale-up AL was situated in the 

historical context of Indigenous educational failure. This meant that reformers were 

keen to find a dramatic solution to transform Indigenous literacy education. Funding 

opportunities and the support of senior champions provided the opportunity to scale-

up AL. The sub-categories: believing that Scaffolding Literacy works and deciding to 

scale-up encompass the past and present contexts and conditions that comprise the 

conceptual category: grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution.  

Believing that Scaffolding Literacy works  

Believing that Scaffolding Literacy works means that bureaucrats in the Australian and 

Northern Territory governments were persuaded by positive reports showing that 

Scaffolding Literacy demonstrated unprecedented improvements in the reading 

achievement outcomes of Indigenous students. 

Central to believing that Scaffolding Literacy works was the unprecedented body of 

data collected by the frontline implementers during the Scaffolding Literacy pilots that 

showed accelerated student achievement. The implementation of the Scaffolding 

Literacy pilots had been funded as short-term projects using IESIP funding. Coupled 

with the positive evaluations of the Scaffolding Literacy pilots and the countless 

reports of success this data provided powerful “evidence” that persuaded bureaucrats 
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in the Australian and Northern Territory governments that Accelerated Literacy 

worked. When situated in the context of the history of failure this data stood out. The 

Australian and Northern Territory governments believed that Accelerated Literacy 

worked and wanted to scale-up the implementation of AL.  

Deciding to scale-up  

Grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution means that Accelerated Literacy promised 

beleaguered reformers with solution to the longstanding challenge of providing 

equitable literacy outcomes for Indigenous students in Northern Territory schools. 

Bureaucrats wanted to “entrench” AL in remote schools to “transform Indigenous 

education” and frontline implementers believed that “we actually had the power to 

transform this massive wound on our culture and actually give literacy to these 

disempowered kids” (frontline implementer Rosy).  

2.5.4 Theoretical sampling, coding and memo writing 

Theoretical sampling describes the process constructivist grounded theory 

researchers undertake to “illuminate” tentative theoretical categories (Thornberg & 

Charmaz, 2013, p. 7). The goal of data collection at this stage is to enable the 

“explicit development of theoretical categories” and data collection is “strategic, 

specific and systematic” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 102). Theoretical sampling is an 

abductive process that involves the researcher continuously “testing out hunches” 

and “moving toward emergent objectives” (p. 103).  

Theoretical coding goes hand in hand with theoretical sampling. Theoretical 

coding is where the researcher makes a shift from generating data-driven empirical 

codes and categories to drawing on a range of pre-exiting theories “as analytic tools 

and lenses” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 14). Theoretical codes are “underlying logics that 

could be found in pre-existing theories…that ‘specify’ possible relationships 
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between categories you have developed in focused coding and may help you tell an 

analytic story that has coherence” (p. 63). Theoretical codes are “embedded” in 

“many theories across different disciplines” and by studying existing theories 

researchers are able to widen their “knowledge base of theoretical codes” (Thornberg 

and Charmaz 2013, p. 14).  

To guide grounded theory researchers Glaser developed theoretical codes 

described as “coding families” (1978; 2005). Charmaz (2006) explained that 

theoretical coding families can “hone your work with a sharp analytical edge” (p. 

103). The following Table 10 below outlines Glaser’s (1978) coding families that I 

drew on as I carried out theoretical coding.  

TABLE 10: GLASER’S THEORETICAL CODING FAMILIES 

Coding family  Theoretical codes  

The “Six C’s”  Causes, contexts, contingencies, consequences, co-variances and 

conditions  

Process Phases, progressions, passages, transitions, careers, trajectories, 

cycling etc.  

Basic family Basic social process, basic social psychological process, basic social 

structural condition, etc.  

Cultural family  Social norms, social values, social beliefs, etc.  

Consensus family  Agreements, contracts, conformity, homogeneity-heterogeneity, 

conflict, dissensus, etc.  

Note: Adapted from Glaser (1978, pp. 72–83; 2005, pp. 21–30). 
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I harnessed these coding families as analytical tools to organise, 

conceptualise, compare, relate and integrate the focused codes and categories that 

emerged from the data (Charmaz, 2006; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2013). Specifically, 

I selected theoretical codes and concepts from Indigenous English literacy reform, 

scaling-up education reform, and implementation science.     

Theoretical memo writing and refining concepts  

To identify relationships between empirical and theoretical codes and 

categories I wrote theoretical memos, sorted memos and adopted certain categories 

as theoretical concepts (Charmaz, 2006).  Theoretical memo writing enables 

researchers to record “flashes of insight” that emerge while filling out categories and 

also help to “illuminate the categories” (p. 103). Writing theoretical memos also 

enabled me to identify categories that were not clearly defined and alerted me to 

where I needed to focus my efforts during further data collection (Charmaz, 2006).  

Next, I sorted and integrated memos to refine my thinking about theoretical 

concepts and their relationships. According to Charmaz (2006), the purpose of 

sorting memos is to “fit the theoretical categories and show relationships that 

integrate the work” (p. 102). I deconstructed and reconstructed the memos by 

printing, cutting up and re-assembling these. I traced the interpretation of the 

categories back to the data. I compared theoretical codes with focused codes, 

theoretical codes with categories and theoretical codes with theoretical codes. I also 

re-checked the meanings I had developed to account for the links between the 

categories. Doing so helped “delineate and develop the properties of the category 

and the range of variation” (p. 103).  
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Adopting categories as concepts  

The process of adopting certain categories as theoretical concepts also 

involved undertaking theoretical diagramming to “integrate” my “ideas and to 

establish the logic of ordering” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 20). To achieve this I developed 

mind maps, flow charts, and tables to order and display the data. This enabled me to 

develop concepts and identify the inter-relationship between them. This process was 

abstract and explanatory. First, I experimented with relationships between the 

categories, looked for patterns and variables in the relationships, and related this to 

the literature. From this I uncovered and defined the relationships between the 

categories. The most significant categories become core concepts of the grounded 

theory. These core concepts have theoretical reach and power related to the 

categories . To work out what categories to elevate to core concepts I needed to 

identify categories that would “render” the data most effectively and carry 

“substantial analytic weight” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 139). To do this I integrated 

empirical and theoretical codes and categories to develop logical and coherent 

abstract concepts that led to the grounded theory.  

Theoretical saturation 

Theoretical saturation is achieved when data collection and analysis ceases to 

add new theoretical insights. I evaluated theoretical saturation by checking that there 

were no gaps in the categories and concepts that comprised the grounded theory and 

ensuring that the definitions of the categories and concepts were fully developed 

(Thornberg & Charmaz, 2013). I did this by developing concept maps that showed 

how each of the core categories and related to each other, how these related to the 
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core categories and how these informed the grounded theory (see Chapter Nine: A 

theory of reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL). Through this process I 

discovered incomplete definitions which indicated gaps in the categories and 

prompted me to gather fresh data. As explained above, these fresh data were 

gathered by conducting interviews and sorting through, filing and where relevant, 

coding documentary data. I conducted interviews over a period of twelve months and 

by 2010 when the interviews commenced I had collected most of the documentary 

data which I continued to mine throughout the process of analysis. Through the 

iterative process of collecting and analyzing data the collection of fresh data became 

more focused.      

I was confident that I had reached theoretical saturation once “theoretical 

insights” ceased to emerge; I had fully defined the categories; and I had developed 

coherent findings (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2013). Once the data was saturated I 

stopped coding and collecting data.  

2.5.5 The substantive grounded theory  

The final substantive grounded theory is a framework conceptualised in the 

form of core categories and their relationships. The substantive grounded theory 

emerged from the data and was informed by and situated in existing theories 

(Charmaz, 2006). It refers to a set of explanations that account for phenomena within 

a specific or substantive area. This substantive theory emphasises understanding, is 

abstract and interpretive, and explains reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL in 

the Northern Territory. 
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2.6 Conclusion  

I this chapter I provided a rationale to conduct this research within the 

qualitative-interpretive paradigm, and employ the theoretical framework of symbolic 

interactionism and the methods of constructivist grounded theory, to achieve the 

study aim. I then described the methods I employed to collect and analyse interview 

and documentary data; and described the process of data analysis that I undertook to 

develop categories, concepts and the substantive grounded theory. In the following 

chapters (Chapters Three- Eight) I provide a detailed analysis and interpretation of 

the categories (phases) of scaling-up AL.  
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CHAPTER 3: INDIGENOUS EDUCATION, A HISTORY OF 

FAILURE?    

In the previous chapter I justified my decision to employ constructivist 

grounded theory methods and the conceptual framework of symbolic interactionism 

to achieve the study aim of explaining reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL.  

In the following chapters (three- eight) I present the phases of scaling-up AL 

that I developed through an analytical process of conceptualisation and abstraction of 

the data: 1) Indigenous education, a history of failure?; 2) grasping AL as the 

solution; 3) scaling-up a pilot project; 4) faltering implementation; 5) improving 

implementation; and 6) winding down. Each phase represents a concept that unites 

reformers’ various perspectives of scaling-up AL. The phases are temporal and 

evolving sequences that are linked to and lead to change (Charmaz, 2006).  

To illustrate and support my interpretations I include verbatim excerpts from 

interviews and excerpts from documents that capture reformers’ perspectives of 

scaling-up AL. I also refer to the literature that I drew on for constant comparison. 

Whether all reformers experienced all of these phases and the sequence in which 

these occurred depended on their roles and the duration of their involvement
2
. 

Therefore, reformers may or may not have experienced all of these phases (Charmaz, 

1995). The diagram below represents my conceptualisation of these phases and the 

conditions and consequences that led to change (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  

                                                 

2
 See Appendix 2f: Participant Profiles for further information about the reformers’ participation in 

scaling-up AL. 
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FIGURE 4: PHASES OF SCALING-UP AL 
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3.1 Overview  

In this chapter I establish the historical context that preceded scaling-up AL. 

It is one of failed education policies and practices for Indigenous Australian students 

learning English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) and attending 

remote Northern Territory schools. This chapter is organised chronologically around 

broad policy eras. The policies and practices for each era are presented separately 

however in reality these eras overlap and shape the present. This phase emerged 

from analysis of interview and textual data, including literature. The diagram below 

shows the processes, sub-processes and focused codes that comprise the phase, 

Indigenous education, a history of failure? 
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FIGURE 5: INDIGENOUS EDUCATION: A HISTORY OF FAILURE? 
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3.2 Racist education in the era of control and protection (1901-

1936) 

Education to indoctrinate into the Christian faith  

During the era of control and protection (1901- 1936) Indigenous children 

rarely had access to schooling. Reflecting the racist zeitgeist of this policy era, 

Indigenous children were not permitted to attend the newly created public schools 

established by the Australian government (MCEETYA, 1995). In the Northern 

Territory the only schooling available to Indigenous students was provided by 

missionaries located in remote areas. With the support of the Australian government, 

these missionaries provided educational services to “traditionally oriented” 

Indigenous peoples in order to indoctrinate them into the Christian faith (Department 

of Employment, Education and Training [DEET], 1995; Harris 1990; Lee, Fasoli, 

Ford, Stephenson & McInerney, 2014; Watts & Gallagher, 1964).  

Education to destroy Indigenous language and culture  

In the name of protection, across Australia Indigenous children of “mixed 

heritage” were forcibly taken from their families and forced to live in missions 

(Australian Human Rights Commission, 1997; Lee et al., 2014). Lee et al. (2014) 

reported that in the missions, Indigenous children were “often punished for speaking 

their own language/s” (p. 35). Furthermore, Walton (1990) argued that the purpose 

of schooling during this era was to “destroy their culture and language” and asserted 

“…there can be no question about the overt racism of this culturally genocidal phase 

in Australian history” (p. 57). The ways that schools served to facilitate the broader 

goals of control and protection are evident in these racist practices.       
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3.3 ‘Special’ education in the era of assimilation (1937-1972)  

Education to assimilate into white Australia  

Around 1937, Australian government policies shifted to those designed to 

assimilate Indigenous Australian peoples into white, mono-cultural Australia. As 

with policies of control and protection, assimilationist policies aimed to destroy 

Indigenous society and culture (Commonwealth of Australia, 1985; Australian 

Human Rights Commission, 1997). To achieve these policy goals the Australian 

government continued to forcibly remove generations of Indigenous children from 

their families. These “stolen children” were placed in institutions or adopted by 

white families (Behrendt, 2012, p. 13). The Australian government also built 

settlements in remote parts of the country where “stolen children” were sent (Lee et 

al., 2014, p. 38). While the missionaries continued to indoctrinate Indigenous 

peoples into the Christian faith, the main purpose of schooling in settlements and 

missions was to develop Indigenous children’s domestic and manual skills in order 

to provide cheap manual labour in missions or government settlements (Price, 2012; 

Purdie, Ried, Frigo, Stone & Kleinhenz, 2011).   

Deficit thinking  

During the assimilationist period Indigenous students were viewed by many 

non-Indigenous educators through a deficit lens. Price (2012) argued that 

assimilationist policies and practices were “…at least partly based on ethnocentric 

beliefs that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people lacked the ability to 

participate in a broader education system” (pp. 4-5). Indeed, “theories of racial 

inferiority” that can be traced back to social Darwinism abounded (Beresford, 
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Partington & Gower, 2012, p. 97). From this, notions of linguistic and cultural 

deficit emerged.  

Special education to compensate  

In the early 1950s the Australian government opened Aboriginal special 

schools in the Northern Territory (Harris, 1990; Lee et al., 2014; Watts & Gallacher, 

1964). By 1958 a total of 29 Aboriginal special schools operated in the Northern 

Territory with an enrolment of 1,937 Aboriginal students (Lee et al., 2014). The 

schools were called special as the curriculum was designed to achieve the goals of 

assimilation. The “special educational programs” were described as “compensatory” 

and involved “intensive remedial teaching” (Commonwealth of Australia, 1985, p. 

27). The purpose of these programs was not only to “compensate for linguistic and 

cognitive impoverishment, but also to inculcate in Aboriginal children the values of 

their white middle-class peers as a prerequisite to better educational attainments” 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 1985, p. 27). The language of instruction was English 

and the special schools were viewed as a stepping stone to mainstream schooling 

(Lee et al, 2014, p. 43).  

Failed education policies and practices  

In government run settlement schools, church run missions, white middle-

class suburbs, and special schools, the destructive policies of assimilation were 

played out. By the late 1960s many experts recognised that the educational 

participation and success of Indigenous children was “chronically inadequate” 

(Malin & Maidment, 2003, p. 87). Decades later, the House of Representatives Select 

Committee on Aboriginal Education (Commonwealth of Australia, 1985) 



CHAPTER 3: INDIGENOUS EDUCATION, A HISTORY OF FAILURE? 

97 

 

acknowledged that education to achieve assimilation “was destructive of Aboriginal 

society and values and achieved little in terms of improved educational outcomes” 

(p. 28) and that the education system “failed to cater to the needs and aspirations of 

Aboriginal people” (p. 35). Moreover, the Australian government (Commonwealth 

of Australia, 1985) recognised that assimilationist policies and practices had failed 

because they were imposed and did not acknowledge Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander societies and cultures. Indigenous Australians actively resisted these racist 

and oppressive policies and practices (Behrendt, 2012) and calls to manage their own 

affairs grew louder (Lee et al., 2014).  

3.4 Both-ways education in the era of self-determination (1972-

1997)   

By the early 1970s assimilationist policies gradually gave way to those of 

self-determination (Harris, 1990). Broadly, policies of self-determination aimed to 

enable Indigenous peoples to determine their own futures and manage their own 

affairs (Commonwealth of Australia, 1985). To support the goals of self-

determination the Aboriginal Consultative Group (ACG) was established to provide 

advice to the Australian government. The ACG (1975) expressed concern about the 

“under-achievement of Aborigines in all areas of education” including “early 

language and linguistic development” (p. 16) and stated that the impact of this would 

be “serious and debilitating to their success in later life” (p. 23). To improve this, the 

ACG (1975) proposed a dual goal for schooling that remains to this day: to enable 

the Indigenous child to be able to “function successfully in both his own culture and 

the wider Australian society if he so desires” (p. 5).  



CHAPTER 3: INDIGENOUS EDUCATION, A HISTORY OF FAILURE? 

98 

 

In 1973 the Australian government merged the Northern Territory Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal school services to create a single education system (Harris, 

1990). In 1978, the Northern Territory Education Act was passed and the Northern 

Territory government assumed responsibility for education. At this time there were 

approximately 5900 Indigenous students enrolled in 75 Northern Territory 

government schools. In addition, over 1180 Indigenous primary students and 1100 

Indigenous post-primary students were enrolled in six Northern Territory mission 

schools (Harris, 1990; Lee et. al. 2014). The policies of self-determination also 

paved the way for approaches to education determined by Indigenous peoples. In 

missionary schools education shifted to maintaining and recording Indigenous 

languages (Devlin, 2017). After decades of being forced to live on government 

settlements or church run missions, many Aboriginal people started to return to their 

country. Throughout the era of assimilation, the language of instruction in schools 

was English, the curriculum reflected European world views, and speaking 

traditional language and practicing cultural activities had been forbidden. Now, back 

on country, Indigenous children were immersed in traditional languages and cultural 

practices (Lee et al. 2014).  

3.4.1  Two-way schooling  

During this time Indigenous Elders developed the concept of two-way 

schooling. According to Lee et al. (2014) two-way schooling reflected the desire of 

Indigenous Elders for their children to maintain language and traditional culture and 

also learn non-Indigenous culture and language in order to “have the choice to live in 

two worlds when they grow up” (p. 48). Importantly, two-way schooling was about 
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Indigenous peoples having the power to make decisions about their children’s 

education (Lee et. al. 2014). Thus, the ways that Indigenous language and culture 

was taught (and English literacy) varied from one school to the next.  

Bilingual education   

One example of two-way schooling is bilingual education. From 1973 

bilingual programs were developed and implemented in remote Indigenous 

community schools in the Northern Territory, as determined by Indigenous peoples, 

and in collaboration with non-Indigenous educators (Devlin, 1995; Murray, 2017). 

Bilingual education was an expression of Indigenous people’s self-determination. In 

bilingual schools and classrooms the dynamics of power changed: Indigenous 

teachers’ and school children’s linguistic and cultural knowledge were now 

privileged. What is more, bilingual approaches promoted bicultural teaching teams 

who “shared power and responsibility” (Murray, 2017, p. 125). Bilingual pedagogy 

and bicultural teaching enabled Indigenous peoples to take charge of teaching 

students’ first language and this enabled self-determination of education (Murray, 

2017).  

There are many models of bilingual education derived from a range of 

theories of second language acquisition that aim to develop first language and second 

language competence (e.g. Baker, 2011; Cummins, 2000; Murray, 2017). Each 

bilingual model has a different emphasis on learning English as an Additional 

Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) but all are underpinned by the view that children 

need to develop oracy and literacy in their first language (L1) to successfully learn 

oracy and literacy in English (L2) (Baker, 2011; Cummins, 2000; Devlin, 1995).  
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One bilingual model used in Northern Territory schools was the staircase 

model. In the first few years of school, instruction occurred mostly in first language. 

Oral English instruction was minimal, increasing over the years (Murray, 2017). In 

Year 4 the mix of instruction in first and second language was 50-50 and by Year 7 

most teaching and learning occurred in English (Murray, 2017, p. 114). With a 

staircase model the development of each language was planned and taught separately 

(Murray, 2017).  

Walking Talking Texts  

For over forty years English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect 

(EAL/D) approaches have been widely endorsed as the preferred approach for 

teaching English literacy to Indigenous students whose first language is one other 

than English (ACG, 1975; National Aboriginal Education Committee [NAEC], 

1981; Department of Education, Employment and Training [DEET], 1995; Northern 

Territory Department of Education [NTDoE], 1981; Murray, 2017). During this era 

it was widely recognised that teachers of Indigenous students who are learning 

EAL/D require specialist training (ACG, 1975; DEET, 1995; NTDoE, 1981).   

In the context of bilingual education in the Northern Territory specialist 

EAL/D teachers and/or teacher linguists taught the English component of bilingual 

education. To meet the needs of Indigenous students learning EAL/D as part of a 

bilingual program EAL/D specialist teachers drew on theories of second language 

learning. One example of this comes from Murray (2017) who taught the EAL/D 

component of a bilingual program in a remote Northern Territory school during the 

1970s. Murray followed the step model which meant that during the early years the 
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focus of second language learning was oral English. Murray (2017) expressed 

concern that oral English only wasn’t enough to achieve bilingual competence 

because the socio-cultural context of school, and thus the academic English required 

to succeed at school, was foreign. Murray (2017) argued that oral English only 

approaches resulted in children “…missing the frequent, early, and rich, scaffolded 

engagement with literacy practices and knowledge that precedes independent literacy 

in literate cultures” (p. 117). To address this, Murray (2017) developed Walking 

Talking Stories/Texts, a program where children learnt EAL/D through engaging in 

“authentic, interactive, learning contexts” (p. 120). Speaking, listening, reading and 

writing in second language for academic purposes were taught parallel to first 

language. Interactive learning contexts were developed around authentic, age 

appropriate texts written in first language and these provided the conceptual bridge 

for students to learn the “Western culture of schooling, its academic purposes and 

literate practices” (Murray, 2017, p. 124).  

Scaffolding students’ access to the academic-literate language of school 

using age-appropriate texts also meant that students were cognitively challenged and 

supported to use English language just above their level of competence (Murray, 

2017). Teachers who provide high intellectual challenge also have high expectations 

of their second language learners and their students’ educational achievements are 

higher compared to students whose teachers don’t have high expectations and thus 

intellectual challenge (Carrasquillo & London, 1993; Darling-Hammond & Schon, 

1996).  

To develop Walking Talking Stories/Texts Murray (2017) drew on 

Cummins’ (1986) second language learning theory that highlighted the different 
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linguistic, cultural, cognitive and metacognitive understandings second language 

learners require for different communicative purposes. Murray (2017) also drew on 

Halliday’s (1985) socio-linguistic theory of systemic functional linguistics to make 

explicit the language structures and features of different text types and genres. 

Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theory of the “zone of proximal development” that 

posited that development precedes learning, along with the strategy of scaffolding, 

also provided Murray (2017) with guidance on how to support bilingual 

development and learning. Walking Talking Stories/Texts was widely adopted as a 

method for teaching EAL/D in remote Northern Territory schools and continues to 

be used today. 

Concentrated Language Encounters  

 Another approach developed to teach English literacy to Indigenous students 

learning EAL/D during this time was Concentrated Language Encounters. 

Concentrated Language Encounters was developed and implemented between 1980 

and 1991 by Gray (co-developer of AL) with teachers at Traeger Park School in 

Alice Springs, Northern Territory (Cazden, 2000; Gray, 2014). Traeger Park School 

catered for mostly Aboriginal students who lived in town camps described by 

Cazden and Gray (1992) as low socio-economic “fringe camps scattered around the 

edges of town” (p. 1). The students were fluent speakers of Aboriginal English; a 

dialect of Standard Australian English, and around 30 percent were fluent speakers 

of up to four of the local Aboriginal language/s (Cazden & Gray, 1992). The year 

levels of participating students changed over time. Initially developed and 

implemented in the lower grades (K-3), by 1991 Concentrated Language Encounters 

was also taught in Years 6 & 7 (Cazden, 2000).  
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Gray (2006) wrote that the term Concentrated Language Encounters was “a 

term borrowed from Cazden” (1977) to describe an approach designed to develop 

students’ capacity “to participate in the teaching learning discourse of the classroom” 

and their ability “to produce texts to organise and analyse curriculum related topics” 

(p. 2). Central to this was the concept of discourse that also stemmed from the work 

of Cazden (1977) and related to the nature of the academic discourse of the 

classroom (Gray, 2006). Gray (1999) also drew on Gee’s (1991) concept of 

discourse
3
.  

As with Walking Talking Texts, Concentrated Language Encounters was 

underpinned by socio-cultural theories of language learning and teachers employed 

scaffolding strategies derived from the theories of Bruner (1976) and Wood, Bruner 

& Ross (1980). Informed by Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of the zone of proximal 

development. The purpose of scaffolding strategies in Concentrated Language 

Encounters was to support learners to participate in English language learning 

activities which would otherwise have been beyond their reach as independent 

learners (Gray, 2006). This is similar to the application of scaffolding in Walking 

Talking Texts lessons.  

While many of the theories that underpin Walking Talking Texts and 

Concentrated Language Encounters were shared, there were major differences in 

how these theories informed practice. Concentrated Language Encounters aimed to 

develop English language only and students’ language and culture was not used as a 

                                                 

3
 Described in Chapter One: Introduction  
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resource for teaching and learning. On the other hand, the goal of Walking Talking 

Texts was to develop students’ oracy and literacy in first language parallel to 

developing oracy and literacy in second language (Murray, 2017). Thus, in Walking 

Talking Text lessons, students’ language and culture was used as a resource for 

learning EAL/D.  

Although Concentrated Language Encounters didn’t draw on students’ 

linguistic and cultural resources it was viewed as a both-ways approach as there was 

reportedly a strong Indigenous presence in the school and Indigenous educators and 

parents/carers were involved in decision making (Cazden, 1977; 2000). Describing 

how Concentrated Language Encounters fitted into a both-ways framework Cazden 

(2000) explained that “Concentrated Language Encounters activities are designed 

only for one part…to give the students access to…English. There was also a 

powerful complementary Aboriginal presence in the school programmes and the 

whole school’s life…” (p. 329). Concentrated Language Encounters was widely 

regarded as a model program for Aboriginal Education as it enabled students to 

achieve success “in mainstream-type programs, while also respecting, maintaining 

and building on their Aboriginal cultural identity” (Walton, 1997, p. 39). Although a 

both-ways approach, the principles and teaching methods of Concentrated Language 

Encounters were significantly different to those of Walking Talking Texts.  

Between 1981 and 1982 the development and implementation of 

Concentrated Language Encounters at Traeger Park School was jointly funded by the 

Northern Territory Department of Education and the Australian Institute of 

Aboriginal Studies (Gray, 1980). The Australian government (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 1985) described Concentrated Language Encounters as a “successful” and 
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“innovative language project” and stated that “there would be value in extending the 

teaching technique to other schools with large numbers of Aboriginal children” (p. 

94). For reasons unknown, the implementation of Concentrated Language 

Encounters was not formally expanded.  

When the Northern Territory Minister for Education closed Traeger Park 

School at the end of 1991—as part of a larger cost cutting exercise—parents and 

advocates loudly protested (Cazden, 2000; De Plevitz, 2007; Walton, 1997). 

Lamenting the loss of Traeger Park School, and in turn Concentrated Language 

Encounters, Cazden (2000) argued that both-ways educational approaches like 

Concentrated Language Encounters helped to balance “the important power 

differential between dominant and non-dominant cultures in institutions like 

schools” (p. 320). When the balance is disrupted this results in a loss of power for 

Indigenous peoples to self-determine education approaches. The closure of Traeger 

Park School, and notions of power, highlights the tensions between sustaining both-

ways approaches developed to meet local community needs in the face of misaligned 

pedagogical and political imperatives and changing conditions.    

3.4.2 Educational and socio-economic disadvantage  

These accounts of successful implementation of approaches to teaching 

Indigenous English literacy in the Northern Territory were the exception rather than 

the norm. In practice, the dual goals of self-determination of education were difficult 

to achieve. Chair of the Commonwealth Aboriginal Education Policy Taskforce Paul 

Hughes (1988) reported that across the country, the Australian government hadn’t 

provided equal access to education, and educational outcomes for Indigenous 
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students were unequal. For Hughes (1988) equal access to education meant that 

educational services were provided for Indigenous children, “regardless of where 

they live and in a manner that is appropriate to the diverse cultural and social 

situations in which they live” (p. 20).  

The consequences of decades of educational policy and practice failure were 

now evident in the widespread educational and socio-economic disadvantage 

experienced by Indigenous Australian children. Hughes (1988) defined educational 

disadvantage as unequal access, participation and outcomes compared to non-

Indigenous Australian children and reported that Aboriginal peoples were “the most 

severely educationally disadvantaged people in Australia” (pp. 1-2). Acknowledging 

that educational disadvantage was “rooted” in the history of failed policies and 

practices, the Commonwealth of Australia (1985) stated “until very recent years” 

Indigenous Australians received inadequate education, not the least because it was 

“premised on the basis of Aboriginals becoming absorbed into Australian society” 

(p. 24). Closely linked to educational disadvantage was socio-economic 

disadvantage. Hughes (1988) argued that Indigenous Australians experienced 

“severe economic inequality and social injustice” and argued that equity of 

educational access and outcomes “is essential to the economic, social and cultural 

development of Aboriginal communities” (pp. 1-2).  

To address educational and socio-economic disadvantage the National 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Policy (AEP) (Department of 

Education, Science and Training [DEST], 1989) was developed. The AEP was 

endorsed by state and territory governments and the Aboriginal Education 

Consultative group (Department of Employment, Education and Training [DEET], 
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1989). The broad objectives of the AEP were to achieve equitable educational 

access, participation and outcomes by the year 2000 (Hughes, 1988). Echoing earlier 

calls for both-ways education, the Australian Government Department of 

Employment, Education and Training (DEET, 1995) called for education to be 

“reconceptualised and reconstructed to take into account the aspirations of 

Indigenous Australians” (p. 22). This included “more culturally-aware and 

culturally-sensitive forms of curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment” (DEET, 1995, 

p. 22). Thus, DEET (1995) argued that “education should be constructed in ways that 

value and respect diversity rather than standardisation” and for individual students to 

“have opportunities to participate in education in different ways and times” (p. 22). 

Calling for a balance between top-down and bottom-up approaches DEET (1995) 

contended, “Change in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education will not come 

about only from ‘dictums on high’. Change will also depend on combined efforts at 

the local level.” (p. 26) More than two decades after the introduction of both-ways 

education the conflict between top-down and bottom-up approaches to Indigenous 

education reform prevailed.  

The objectives of the AEP to achieve equitable educational access, 

participation, and outcomes by the year 2000 (Hughes, 1988, pp. 16-17) were 

proving difficult to achieve. In 1995, M Yunupingu, Chair of the National Review of 

Education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples 1996-2002 reported 

that the “gap of disadvantage is narrowing on some indicators” but “there is still an 

unfinished agenda” (DEET, 1995, p. 15). The review expressed a “sense of urgency” 

to achieve the goals of the AEP “before the end of the decade. Time is crucial.” 
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(DEET, 1995, p. 23) This sense of urgency was beginning to emerge as a key aspect 

of policy designed to address educational and socio-economic disadvantage.   

In 1995 the Ministerial council for Education, Employment, Training and 

Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) Taskforce on Aboriginal Education reviewed the 

National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Policy (DEST, 1989) and 

from this the Taskforce developed A National Strategy for the Education of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples 1996–2002 (MCEETYA, 1995). This 

was also known as the National Aboriginal Education Plan (NAEP). The eight 

priorities focused on participation in decision-making; more Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander teachers; equitable access to education and training; participation in 

education and training; equitable and appropriate educational achievement; the 

teaching of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander studies, cultures and languages; 

English literacy and numeracy training for adults and improved implementation, 

evaluation and resourcing of the NAEP goals (MCEETYA, 1995). The NAEP 

guided the provision of education for Indigenous students in Australia throughout the 

era of reconciliation (1997-2003).  

3.5 English literacy in an era of reconciliation and accountability 

(1998 – 2003) 

By 1998 Australian government policies and practices for Indigenous 

education shifted to those that aimed to bring about reconciliation between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. The unmet goals of self-determination 

underpinned reconciliation. Thus, education policies aimed to achieve educational 

equality and equity through recognition and respect for the rights of Indigenous 
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peoples to self-determine the educative process for their children (Department of 

Employment, Education and Training [DEET], 1989; Reconciliation Australia, 

2017).  

While the goals of equality and equity remained central to Indigenous 

education policy, Indigenous education was also situated in a broader policy of 

educational accountability. In 1998 National Benchmarks for acceptable standards of 

reading, writing and numeracy achievement for students in years 3, 5 & 7 were first 

agreed to by state, territory and Australian government education ministers. These 

benchmarks “represent minimum standards of performance below which students 

will have difficulty progressing satisfactorily at school” (Ministerial Council for 

Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs [MCEETYA], 2002, p. 2). 

With these benchmarks came the goal that “every child commencing school from 

1998 will achieve a minimum acceptable literacy and numeracy standard within four 

years” (p. 2). National, state and territory education ministers, bureaucrats, school 

leaders and teachers were now held accountable for students’ English literacy 

achievement, according to these benchmarks. This era saw an increased focus on 

measuring, reporting and comparing English literacy achievement data (reading, 

writing, and language conventions of spelling, grammar and punctuation).  

In the Northern Territory Education Department, as calls to improve the 

English literacy achievement of Indigenous students grew louder, the place of 

Indigenous language and culture for learning English literacy continued to shift. By 

1998 bilingual education was replaced by English as an Additional Language and/or 

Dialect and/or English Literacy (EAL/D) approaches.  
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3.5.1 Phasing out bilingual education  

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are linguistically and culturally 

diverse (AIATSIS, 2014). In the 2006 Australian Census, 52,000 Indigenous people 

reported speaking an Indigenous language at home, and over half of these (56%) 

lived in the Northern Territory (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2010). Many 

speakers of an Indigenous language speak more than one language and/or dialect. 

For many, English is a second, third or fourth language and/or dialect. Over half 

(59%) of Indigenous Territorians reported speaking an Indigenous language at home 

(ABS, 2010). The Northern Territory Department of Education reported that over 50 

different Indigenous cultural groups reside in the 82 very remote communities in 

which government schools are situated (NTDoE, 2014).  

While self-determination in education remained a policy goal during the era 

of reconciliation this was not always evident in practice. In 1998, despite protests 

from Indigenous and non-Indigenous educators and community members (Nicholls, 

2005) the Northern Territory Education Department announced their decision to 

phase out funding for the implementation of bilingual education programs (Collins & 

Lea, 1999; Northern Territory Department of Education and Training [NTDET], 

1998). At the time around 20 government schools in Indigenous communities 

operated bilingual programs (Collins & Lea, 1999). This decision was controversial 

(Devlin, 2011).  

What counts as achievement?   

The Northern Territory Department of Education argued that—despite 

additional resources—students who attended English-only schools out-performed 
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students attending bilingual schools (Collins & Lea, 1999; Northern Territory 

Department of Education [NTDoE], 1999). This claim was disputed by advocates of 

bilingual education who argued that questionable measures of student achievement 

were used as a proxy for program effectiveness (Devlin, 2011; Disbray, 2013; 

Nicholls, 2005). Both Nicholls (2005) and Disbray (2013) contended that because 

second language learners develop conversational and academic English at a different 

rate to first language learners, comparing the literacy achievement of first and second 

language students was held to be neither valid nor fair.   

What counted as success was also debated. Disbray (2013) pointed out that 

standardised measures of English literacy achievement did not evaluate success 

according to the stated goals of the bilingual program. These included team teaching, 

community involvement, development of local Indigenous and bilingual pedagogy, 

curriculum and materials, and evaluation. Indeed, Disbray (2013) argued that 

measures that encompassed these goals showed that Indigenous peoples evaluated 

bilingual education programs positively.  

The impact of ineffective implementation on achievement 

It also appears that the impact of ineffective implementation wasn’t 

considered. Implementation challenges, reported in school evaluations submitted to 

NTDET, were significant (Disbray, 2013; NTDET, 1979). These included a lack of 

qualified EAL/D teachers and in turn, poor quality English literacy instruction in 

bilingual schools (Disbray, 2013; NTDET, 1979). Implementation challenges were 

also highlighted by Collins and Lea (1999) who reported high staff turnover; 

inadequate resourcing; a range of understandings of the principles underpinning 
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bilingual models; challenges to implementation fidelity; and school staff who were 

“unsupportive or actively hostile to the program” (p. 121).  

Despite these concerns, calls to retain bilingual education were loud. Devlin 

(2011) argued that bilingual education is “the most effective in raising language 

skills, generally and specifically, in the gradual acquisition and use of Standard 

English” and engages “both community and students in the educative process” (p. 

49). Indeed, bilingual education privileged Indigenous language, culture, and identity 

in schools (Collins & Lea, 1999; Devlin, 2011; Murray, 2017) and sought to 

empower Indigenous educators and parents/carers (Devlin, 2011; Murray, 2017). 

Both Devlin (2011) and Nicholls (2005) argued that phasing out funding for 

bilingual education was at odds with the policy goals of self-determination of 

education outlined in the NAEP (MCEETYA, 1995).  

Around this time, an independent review of Indigenous education, 

commissioned by the Northern Territory Department of Education was undertaken to 

“establish the views and educational aspirations of Indigenous parents and 

community members in relation to their children’s schooling, with particular 

reference to English literacy” (Collins & Lea, 1999, p. 1). The recommendations 

were to shape Indigenous education policy and practice in the Department of 

Education. The English literacy achievement of Indigenous students learning EAL/D 

was a source of much concern. Collins and Lea (1999) reported “unequivocal 

evidence of deteriorating outcomes from an already unacceptably low 

base…substantial evidence of long-term systemic failure to address this situation” 

and described this as “an educational crisis” (p. 1).  
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3.5.2 Bringing in EAL/D    

The phasing out of bilingual education saw a shift to English as an Additional 

Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) approaches only (Devlin, 1999). Since EAL/D 

approaches harnessed students’ linguistic and cultural resources for learning English 

literacy, and EAL/D had played an important role in bilingual education, EAL/D 

approaches were aligned ideologically with both-ways approaches. But what was 

meant by EAL/D was now murky. In bilingual programs the place of oracy and 

literacy in both Indigenous and English languages had been clearly defined by the 

model. Now, it was not clear what role students’ linguistic and cultural resources 

would play in learning English oracy and literacy. Nor was it clear what approach 

was the most effective. What was clear however, were calls for a greater focus on 

developing English literacy. Although Collins and Lea (1999) reported that many 

Indigenous stakeholders expressed dismay at the phasing out of bilingual programs, 

many also expressed “widespread concern…on the need to expose students to a 

higher level of Standard Australian English as soon as possible” (p. 128). Thus, 

Collins and Lea (1999) argued that “EAL/D programs need to be a feature of 

everyday teacher programming in all classrooms containing Indigenous students” (p. 

129). The problem was, according to Collins and Lea (1999), that teachers of 

Indigenous students were ill equipped because they were not trained to teach EAL/D.  

Conflating EAL/D with explicit and prescribed approaches    

To address this lack of capacity Collins and Lea (1999) called for explicit 

approaches for teaching English literacy to be prescribed in school policies, to ensure 

“overall consistency in the approach and educational materials used and in turn, 
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ameliorate “uniquely challenging teaching conditions” (p. 133). Acknowledging the 

complexities of second language learning and in particular the “differences in sound 

systems, semantics, grammatical systems and text structures” they argued for “an 

informed educational response so that teachers do not grapple with such large 

contradictions anew and in isolation” (p. 128). To achieve this, Collins and Lea 

(1999) recommended “a syllabus approach that provides concise statements of 

the…specific knowledge and skills…that students need to master…” according to 

their development and “organised in a sequence that derives from a well-tested 

pedagogy that has been shown to reliably develop the knowledge and skills of 

Indigenous children” and contended that “…useful resources, such as self-contained 

student workbooks matching each step of the learning sequence… will give teachers 

clear guidance on how to proceed with their classes’ learning program” and reasoned 

that these resources would ensure that learning will take place “even if teachers do 

not fully understand the underlying pedagogy” (p. 136).  

This suggests that such pedagogies exist and that codifying and replicating 

such an approach is the solution to a lack of trained EAL/D teachers however the 

evidence-base informing this is unclear. The research informing these 

recommendations was derived from “local educational experts, case studies, and 

literature analysis” (Collins & Lea, 1999, p. 131). It is not possible to determine the 

research underpinning these recommendations as the literature analysis wasn’t 

published with the report. The educational experts cited by Collins and Lea (1999) 

were the developers of specific approaches including Walking Talking Texts 

(Murray, 1998), First Steps (Western Australian Education Department [WAED], 
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1994), and Scaffolding Literacy (Rose, Gray & Cowey, 1998) who had made 

submissions to the review.  

Collins and Lea (1999) argued that “The common factors behind the claimed 

success of these programs …is the component logics of English and its rules for 

literacy are brought to the surface in a deliberate and objective way” (p. 132). At the 

same time, Collins and Lea (1999) described Scaffolding Literacy as an explicit 

EAL/D approach that focuses on developing meaning of the text through a process 

of “intensive interaction” where the teacher supports students to deconstruct and 

comprehend a text prior to reading (p. 133). These two approaches appear to be at 

odds. Terms such as objective and explicit imply a scientific approach, where the 

process of English literacy teaching and learning is viewed as systematic and 

methodical. However, Walking Talking Texts, First Steps and Scaffolding Literacy 

are far from prescribed programs. Rather, they are underpinned by specific theories 

of language learning. Hence, these approaches cannot be implemented effectively by 

teachers who don’t understand these theories, as advocated by Collins and Lea 

(1999).  

Socio-cultural EAL/D approaches  

Although Walking Talking Texts (Murray, 1998), First Steps (WAED, 1994), 

and Scaffolding Literacy (Rose, Gray & Cowey, 1998) called for the explicit 

teaching of the structures and features of English language, they didn’t view explicit 

teaching and the sequential mastery of English language knowledge and skills as one 

and the same. This may be because all approaches were underpinned by socio-

cultural theories of language learning that posit that language is a meaning making 
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system that is shaped by contexts, social relations and culture (Christie, 2005). The 

purpose, audience and conventions are specific to the social context in which 

language is produced (Wing Jan, 2009, p. 9). Students who are literate understand 

the ways that language, meaning and context are inter-related and have the language 

and communication skills to produce and comprehend a range of texts (Christie, 

2005; Wing Jan, 2009). Thus, prescribed and sequential lessons delivered by 

teachers who are devoid of the theoretical principles underpinning their practices, as 

advocated by Collins and Lea (1999), were the antithesis of Walking Talking Texts, 

First Steps, and Scaffolding Literacy approaches.  

Despite these theoretical similarities there were distinct differences between 

the ways that Walking Talking Texts (Murray, 1998), First Steps (WAED, 1994), 

and Scaffolding Literacy (Rose, Gray & Cowey, 1998) viewed the process of 

learning and assessing English literacy. While Walking Talking Texts clearly 

positioned Indigenous students as second language learners this wasn’t the case with 

First Steps and Scaffolding Literacy. This suggests a range of understanding of these 

approaches and of the different language learning needs of first and second language 

learners.   

3.5.3 First language approaches for Indigenous EAL/D learners  

First Steps Literacy  

First Steps was described as a developmental approach to English literacy 

learning informed by research for first language learners (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 2002, para 1; Education Department of Western Australia [EDWA], 1994, 

p. 72). First Steps Literacy comprised of a developmental continua and teaching and 
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learning resources in each of the areas of oral language, reading, writing and spelling 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2002, para 2). The First Steps developmental continua 

reflected a view that no two children’s developmental pathways are the same 

because language and literacy learning is shaped by the context in which it is learnt 

and the learners’ life experiences (Commonwealth of Australia, 2002, para 5). Thus, 

each child’s language development needed to be monitored so teachers could plan to 

address diverse language learning needs (para. 3). Indicators of development were 

derived from research “into the development of literacy in English-speaking 

children” (para 4). However, Deschamp (1995) reported that some research was 

undertaken in schools with high proportion of Aboriginal students however their 

language backgrounds were not identified.  

Concerns about the relevance of the oral language developmental continua 

for students learning EAL/D were raised by some teachers, who deemed “the 

indicators too general for students learning English as a Second Language” (WAED, 

1994, p. 72). Other teachers of Aboriginal students, however, valued the First Steps 

developmental continua, including the oral language developmental continua 

(Hunter, 1997, p. 21). Teachers who effectively employed the First Steps 

developmental continua and teaching and learning resources understood the 

sociocultural and linguistic diversity of students and employed a range of practices to 

effectively meet the language learning needs of students from diverse linguistic and 

cultural backgrounds. But the evidence underpinning the effectiveness of First Steps 

for EAL/D learners was unclear.  

Some argued that using language developmental continua derived from 

theories of first language learning to assess second language learning was 
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problematic as the rate of English development for students learning EAL/D differs 

from that of first language learners (Cummins, 2000; Gibbons, 2002). From a second 

language learning perspective the development of fluent conversational English 

takes around two years while the development of age appropriate academic English 

takes around 7-8 years (Cummins, 2000; Gibbons, 2002). This is because each has 

particular registers. Additionally, conversational English is context-embedded 

whereas academic English is context-reduced (abstract). Students who are literate in 

their first language develop academic English faster than those who are not 

(Cummins, 2000).  

Thus, when the language development of second language learners is 

assessed using measures developed for first language learners, students are 

positioned as experiencing failure and requiring “remediation” instead of second 

language learners who require “specialist support” to develop academic literacy 

(Hammond & Derewianka, 1999, p. 126). It also has implications for using 

benchmark achievement as a measure of program and/or implementation 

effectiveness, as was the case in determining the effectiveness of bilingual programs.  

Collins and Lea (1999) reported that debates about the effectiveness of 

different approaches for Indigenous students learning EAL/D were evident between 

advocates of First Steps (WAED, 1994) and Walking Talking Texts (Murray, 1998). 

For Collins and Lea (1999) these debates largely centred on whether First Steps was 

an effective pedagogy for second language learners. They dismissed these debates, 

arguing that “the two approaches are in fact complementary and should not be 

regarded in competition… Such debates are distracting attention from more 

significant priorities for oracy, literacy …development….” and called for teachers to 
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use both approaches “side by side” (p. 132). However, given that Walking Talking 

Texts was informed by research about English language development for second 

language learners and First Steps was developed from research about the 

development of literacy of first language learners, these debates may stem from 

different understandings of and beliefs about first and second language learning 

theories and their effectiveness for EAL/D learners. By ignoring these differences, 

EAL/D and English Literacy approaches were conflated. That is, Indigenous students 

were no longer viewed as second language learners. In turn, there was no need for 

teachers of Indigenous students learning EAL/D to be specially trained; the 

recommendation to shift to prescribed and sequenced approaches to be replicated 

ameliorated this need.           

Scaffolding literacy  

Improving Indigenous outcomes with innovative approaches 

Nationally, English Literacy education for Indigenous students was situated 

in a policy era of What Works? (McRae et al., 2000) That is, a view that innovative 

approaches to English literacy education could result in improved achievement. The 

Australian government provided supplementary funding to assist states and 

territories to address the eight priority areas outlined in the National Aboriginal 

Education Plan (NAEP) (MCEETYA, 1995). This was known as the Indigenous 

Education Strategic Initiatives Program (IESIP) (Department of Education, Science 

and Training [DEST], 2003).  

The IESIP funding had several elements and the two most relevant to this 

thesis are: Supplementary Recurrent Assistance (SRA); and the National Indigenous 
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English Literacy and Numeracy Strategy (NIELNS) (DETYA, 2000; DEST, 2003). 

The majority of IESIP funding was granted to states and territories under the SRA on 

a per-capita basis to “education and training providers specifically for their 

Indigenous clients” (DEST, 2003, p. 92). Funding for NIELNS supported “site-

specific initiatives” to achieve parity of literacy and numeracy achievement between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous students (DEST, 2003, p. 125). The Australian 

government described the NIELNS as a program designed to “facilitate accelerated 

progress in English literacy and numeracy, thereby assisting Indigenous students to 

achieve equitable and appropriate outcomes” (DEST, 2003, p. 92). The Strategic 

Results Projects (SRPs) was an element of NIELNS “designed to explore how 

improvements in achievement might be made relatively quickly through dedicated 

resources and effort” (McRae et al., 2000, p. 1). Bureaucrat Colin described the 

SRPs as:  

…funded strategically to generate the observation in the educational community 

that results in Indigenous education—good results in Indigenous education—could 

be achieved quickly with innovative approaches rather than waiting for generations 

to pass and for improvements to come incrementally.  

In all, 83 wide-ranging educational projects were implemented across 

Australia. The results of the SRPs were published in a report named What Works: 

Explorations in improving outcomes for Indigenous students (McRae et al., 2000). In 

the introduction McRae et al. (2000) provide some insight into the thinking that 

prevailed at this time:  

The primary title, ‘What Works?’ may elicit ambiguous reactions. They could be 

cries of anger, disappointment, or even despair. What works? The bridge is out; 
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white and black cultures are still at a mutually uncomprehending stretch. Is the 

damage done irreparable? But this report contains a message of great hope – that 

people who are thoughtfully committed to their work, who care and persevere and 

are well supported do make a difference for the group in our community which, in 

important respects, is the most disadvantaged. Targets for improvement are not out 

of range, but achieving them relies on acts of will to that end (p. 2).      

For McRae et al. (2000) and the Australian government (DEST, 2003) the 

SRPs provided a ray of hope in an otherwise bleak landscape of Indigenous 

education policy and practice failure. Making a difference was not out of reach, it 

just required innovative approaches developed to meet local needs and implemented 

by committed and motivated educators. Scaffolding Literacy was one such approach.   

Nationally, the small scale development and implementation of Scaffolding 

Literacy was funded by IESIP between 1998 and 2003. Rose, Gray and Cowey 

(1999) developed the Scaffolding Literacy Reading and Writing Approach for 

primary and secondary students in response to “alarmingly low levels of literacy in 

Indigenous community schools” (Gray, Cowey & Axford, 2003, p. 10). From 2000-

2003 this was called the Scaffolding Literacy with Indigenous Children in Schools 

Project. It was described by Gray (2006, p. 5) as an intervention designed for 

“Indigenous students two years behind their non-Indigenous counterparts” according 

to benchmark for their age (Gray, 2006, p. 5). These students were described as 

already on the reading pathway but had not learnt to read at an age-appropriate level. 

These descriptions of participating students didn’t identify language background. 

However, some students attended remote community schools so it can be assumed 

that these students were learning EAL/D.  
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Pitting Scaffolding Literacy against EAL/D  

Rose, Gray and Cowey (1998) positioned other English literacy approaches 

as contributing to this failure, arguing that “Over the last twenty-five years the 

teaching profession in Australia has struggled to develop more appropriate and 

effective language pedagogies for indigenous students and taking students’ cultural 

differences into account. However, improvements in outcomes remain 

disappointingly slow...” (p. 7) As argued previously in relation to Concentrated 

Language Encounters, Rose, Gray and Cowey (1998) claimed that this failure was 

because “the discourse understandings Indigenous students bring to the classroom 

are generally not those that are required for effective participation within the 

academic-literate discourses needed for educational success” (p. 7). Developers of 

Scaffolding Literacy positioned Indigenous students as failing to achieve English 

literacy benchmarks. By linking previous approaches to student achievement they 

argued that previous approaches had been unsuccessful.  

To develop academic/literate discourse the Scaffolding Literacy Reading and 

Writing Approach focused on inclusive interactions which were underpinned by the 

metaphor of scaffolding Gray and Cowey (2001, p. 2) However, the strategies of 

scaffolding wasn’t weren’t unique to Scaffolding Literacy. As demonstrated 

previously, Walking Talking Texts, a second language approach, also employed 

scaffolding strategies for learning academic English. What differed was that the 

developers of Scaffolding Literacy viewed Indigenous students from a first language 

perspective and the focus was on developing English literacy through English 

language rather than Indigenous language.  
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Achieving sensational and rapid results with Scaffolding Literacy   

During the implementation of the Scaffolding Literacy in Indigenous schools 

Project (henceforth the Scaffolding Literacy Project) developers and frontline 

implementers collected pre-post assessment data of reading accuracy using 

assessment tools called Individual Reading Level Assessment (IL) and Tests of 

Reaching Comprehension (TORCH). Each year, the developers reported the 

outcomes from the Scaffolding Literacy project to the Australian government (e.g. 

Gray, Cowey, Mcgrath & Axford, 2003). For Gray and colleagues not only did the 

results show that “literacy outcomes for Indigenous students can be substantially 

improved”, literacy outcomes for Indigenous students “…can be brought to a robust 

level of parity with non-Indigenous students…in a relatively short period of time” 

(2003, p. 6).  

The developers and frontline implementers also recorded videos of students 

as they participated in the pre-post reading assessment. Video after video of pre-

reading assessment showed Indigenous students, mostly those in the middle years of 

schooling (years 5-8) struggling to read picture story books written for beginning 

readers. Videos of reading assessment conducted less than a year later showed the 

same students fluently reading age-appropriate narrative texts. The transformation 

was remarkable. Frontline implementer Felicity recalled that the bureaucrats in the 

Department of Education were “just amazed” when they saw “the ways they could 

read” and believed that “it would make a difference”. This view was unanimously 

shared by the reformers involved in this phase.  
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Independent reviews also convinced bureaucrats of the merits of Scaffolding 

Literacy. An example of this comes from the qualitative evaluation of the 

Scaffolding Literacy Project conducted by Creswell, Underwood, Withers and 

Adams (2002) on behalf of the Australian Council for Research in Education 

(ACER). One of the objectives of the evaluation was to ascertain whether 

Scaffolding Literacy resulted in improved student outcomes (Creswell et al., 2002, p. 

5). Creswell et al. (2002) reported unprecedented improvement in literacy 

achievement outcomes and stated, “The results of the introduction of Scaffolding 

procedures observed in the schools in this study are little short of sensational…The 

changes in achievement levels are not uniform…but the changes are always solid, 

always upward and often spectacular” (p. 27).  

The success of Scaffolding Literacy Project was reported by the Australian 

Minister for Education in the National Report to Parliament on Indigenous 

Education and Training, 2002 (Department of Education, Science and Training 

[DEST], 2003). Here, the minister described the Scaffolding Literacy Project as 

“…an important step towards addressing educational disadvantage amongst 

Indigenous people” and concluded, “The project has shown that it is possible to 

develop and apply a pedagogy that is capable of engaging remote area Indigenous 

children with literacy at a level commensurate with success in mainstream 

schooling.” (DEST, 2003, p. 88) The rapid pace at which reading progress had 

occurred was also highlighted by the Australian government (DEST, 2003) and the 

program developers and implementers (Gray, Cowey & Axford, 2003). This was as 

stark contrast to discourses of policy and practice failure.  
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3.6 Conclusion 

Organised around the policy eras of control and protection, assimilation, self-

determination, and reconciliation and accountability, this chapter traced the political 

zeitgeist of each era and the ways this shaped the provision of English literacy 

education for Indigenous students learning (EAL/D). I demonstrated that Indigenous 

language and culture and English literacy for educative purposes have served various 

political functions and these have changed over time.   

I outlined the theoretical underpinnings and practices of various both-ways 

approaches to English Literacy education for Indigenous students attending remote 

and urban Northern Territory schools during this time: bilingual education, Walking 

Talking Texts, Concentrated Language Encounters and First Steps. I also highlighted 

the debates about the relevance of these approaches for Indigenous students learning 

EAL/D. These are the historical, political and ideological contexts in which 

reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL were situated.  
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CHAPTER 4: GRASPING SCAFFOLDING LITERACY AS THE 

SOLUTION (1998-2003)  

4.1 Overview  

In the previous chapter I established that English literacy education for 

Indigenous students learning English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect 

(EAL/D) and attending remote Northern Territory schools is situated in a history of 

failed policies and practices. This resulted in widespread educational and socio-

economic disadvantage and a political and social imperative to achieve the goals of 

equal and equitable access to education, participation and outcomes. I argued that 

English literacy education and Indigenous language and culture for educative 

purposes in schools served various political functions and these changed over time.  

In this chapter I present and explain the phase Grasping Scaffolding Literacy 

as the solution. Grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution comprised of two 

categories: (1) believing that Scaffolding Literacy works; and (2) deciding to scale-

up. The diagram below shows the sub-processes and focused codes that comprise the 

phase, Grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution.  
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FIGURE 6: GRASPING SCAFFOLDING LITERACY AS THE SOLUTION 
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The phase Grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution provides insight into 

how Scaffolding Literacy emerged as the solution to the problem of English literacy 

education for Indigenous students learning EAL/D and attending remote Northern 

Territory schools. Grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution showed that 

bureaucrats and frontline implementers perceived the provision of English Literacy 

education for Indigenous students attending remote Northern Territory schools as a 

crisis. Reformers, quick to seize the unprecedented opportunity to scale-up 

Scaffolding Literacy were active participants. The role they played in enabling the 

process of grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution to unfold was critical. By 

engaging in the process of grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution the 

reformers made decisions, committed funding for scaling-up, and set implementation 

goals and timelines.  

4.2 Believing that Scaffolding Literacy works  

Believing that Scaffolding Literacy works was originally a focused code (see 

pages 67-69) however it was raised to a sub-process due to its power and reach. 

Believing that Scaffolding Literacy works is a category that explains the favourable 

implementation conditions, contexts and reformer perceptions of Scaffolding 

Literacy that led to the decision to scale-up AL. Believing that Scaffolding Literacy 

works is comprised of two sub-categories: Implementing in favourable conditions 

and ‘proving’ that Scaffolding Literacy works.      
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4.2.1 Implementing in favourable conditions  

Avoiding resistance from bureaucrats 

Some bureaucrats in the Department of Education, enthused by the apparent 

success of Scaffolding Literacy, were keen to explore its potential to meet the needs 

of Indigenous students attending Northern Territory schools. However, they 

perceived opposition to Scaffolding Literacy within the Department so they 

participated in a clandestine process to establish and implement the Northern 

Territory Scaffolding Literacy Pilot. Secretly piloting Scaffolding Literacy in the 

Northern Territory explains this sub-process.  

Bureaucrat Zoe recalled that she heard about the success of Scaffolding 

Literacy during the late 1990s. Zoe sought information about the approach and soon 

came to realise that some bureaucrats in the Department of Education actively 

discouraged this. Zoe explained:  

… Well it was covert because [name of bureaucrat] had been told that she was not 

to progress it….she didn’t have authority to push it from her manager. So we had to 

be a bit careful …she didn’t want to seem to be undermining that direction, yeah.   

Not deterred by this, Zoe continued her explorations but kept them under 

wrap. Similarly, bureaucrat Gabrielle perceived those seeking information about 

Scaffolding Literacy as encountering resistance within the Department of Education. 

As with Zoe, Gabrielle’s explorations of Scaffolding Literacy were also clandestine. 

Bureaucrat Zoe recalled:  

…there was very deep resistance in the department to Scaffolding Literacy…I 

found out that there were a group of teachers having a secret meeting because 

they’d been told they were not to go anywhere near this stuff at all…So anyway I 
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went to this meeting…and I was really interested and got them to talk to me about 

what they were doing. That’s how I found out about it.   

For bureaucrat Gabrielle, this resistance to Scaffolding literacy was situated 

in the history of conflict between advocates of Concentrated Language Encounters 

who protested the closure of Traeger Park School in the 1970s and bureaucrats with 

long memories of these troublemakers. Gabrielle explained:      

… it was politically unacceptable because [name of reformer] and others had been 

involved in fighting for – I don’t remember the name – Traeger Park, a school in 

Alice Springs that had a large Aboriginal population and they got into a big brawl 

with the CLP
4
 at the time, many years before.  

Avoiding opposition from bilingual people 

For these reformers, it wasn’t just the conflict surrounding the political 

decision to close Traeger Park that was the issue; the resistance to Scaffolding 

Literacy was also related to the wider debates about the most effective pedagogy for 

Indigenous students learning EAL/D. For example, bureaucrat Zoe situated this 

resistance to Scaffolding Literacy in the context of the demise of bilingual education. 

By this time, the implementation of the Northern Territory Department of Education 

policy Schools Our Focus (Northern Territory Department of Education [NTDoE], 

1999) was well underway and for Zoe this was a “platform” to “get rid of bilingual 

education”. Consequently, from Zoe’s perspective, the “bilingual people” were “…in 

a sort of trenches mentality” and “…any new approaches that might sort of supplant 

a bilingual approach were…part of the threat”. Zoe described this context as one of 

                                                 

4
 Country Liberal Party 
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“…a lot of turmoil in Indigenous education”. This is indicative of the perspectives of 

reformers involved during this phase.    

To avoid opposition within the Department, a handful of bureaucrats—some 

in positions of power—secretly explored the merits of Scaffolding Literacy. They 

travelled interstate to observe Scaffolding Literacy lessons delivered by the 

developers and expert practitioners and gathered information about the approach. 

Bureaucrat Uma explained that they observed “brilliant kinds of animated sessions” 

and recalled that they were “enchanted by the possibilities of the program”. 

Confirming this view, bureaucrat Gabrielle explained that from these “explorations” 

she “was persuaded that Scaffolding Literacy, as a way of teaching, was powerful in 

making kids literate in English”.  

By late 2001, convinced that Scaffolding Literacy worked, these bureaucrats 

quietly supported its implementation in a few Northern Territory government 

schools. By the end of 2003 Scaffolding Literacy had been implemented in six 

primary and/or secondary schools located in provincial, remote and very remote 

areas of the Northern Territory. Participating students were described as Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous (NTDEET, 2004) and their reading ages were described as more 

than two years below grade level (Gray, 2006).  

Being implemented by a dream team  

Reformers who participated during this phase referred to this small scale 

implementation as a trial. By 2003 this was formally referred to as the Northern 

Territory Scaffolding Literacy Pilot (Gray, Cowey, McGrath & Axford, 2003). A 
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document produced by the National Accelerated Literacy Program (NALP) outlining 

the history of scaling-up provided the following rationale for the trial:  

In 2001/2 in response to the positive results of these earlier [Scaffolding Literacy] 

trials, the Northern Territory Department of Employment, Education and Training 

(NT DEET) commenced trials of the Program (January, 2005).  

Written after the fact, this implies that the “trial” was an intentional 

process—endorsed by the Department of Education—that aimed to determine the 

effectiveness of Scaffolding Literacy in a range of settings. However, according to 

reformers who participated in this phase, to avoid the resistance in the Department of 

Education, implementation of Northern Territory Scaffolding Literacy Pilot occurred 

under a veil of secrecy and few in the Department were involved. Bureaucrat Uma 

explained:  

They called it the secret project and I think it was because it was being championed 

directly by (bureaucrats) working directly with this little unit that they had set up 

internal to the Department of Education at the time…they reported directly to the 

(executive)…So they were doing this project outside of, I guess, the area that would 

ordinarily be doing initiatives in literacy or initiatives in Indigenous education… So 

…it was a stealth project, if you like. 

Explaining the secrecy that surrounded the implementation of the Northern 

Territory Scaffolding Literacy Pilot, frontline implementer Felicity recalled that the 

bureaucrats in the Department recognised that “people would kill it cold in the 

system”. Because of this, Felicity explained, they “did a back door thing to preserve 

it”. That is, they located the team of frontline implementers and project managers in 

offices at a local school, rather than the central office of the Department of 

Education in what they perceived as a hostile environment.  
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The direct involvement of these champions during this phase was noted by 

the reformers as they reflected on their experiences during the Northern Territory 

Scaffolding Literacy Pilot. Describing how this contributed to favourable 

implementation conditions bureaucrat Uma said:  

…[name of bureaucrats]…were nurturing this pilot… there was Scaffolding 

Literacy in its – with its best foot forward, so it’s being run directly by its 

progenitors, its designers… any troubles are being, kind of, co-worked with a close 

alliance between middle managers and the bureaucracy and those progenitors and 

they had the “Dream Team” in terms of implementers… 

Slowly rolling it out  

Other reformers and NALP documents also conveyed a view that the trial 

was successful because the number of schools was manageable, and the pace of 

change followed the rhythm of the schools and teachers who had volunteered to 

participate. For example, frontline implementer Leanne recalled:   

When it is rolled out in that really concentrated way, were you have a lot of one on 

one inputs, the results are amazing. So of course they were being very enthused by 

it.  

The enthusiasm of the teachers involved during this phase was likely buoyed 

by the expertise of the developers and implementers who were widely regarded as 

exceptional practitioners with deep understandings of the theories underpinning 

Scaffolding Literacy. Looking back, project manager Sharon commented that “the 

[developers and frontline implementers] are exceptionally good at doing what they 

do”.  
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Harnessing Indigenous community support  

Another document, prepared by reformers at Charles Darwin University with 

the purpose of securing funding from external parties described in detail enthusiastic 

support for Accelerated Literacy from Indigenous communities across the country 

during the Scaffolding Literacy in Indigenous Schools Project and the Northern 

Territory Scaffolding Literacy Pilot. The authors noted the importance of this 

community support in order to sustain implementation. Further, the authors linked 

the success of AL with notions of Indigenous self-determination and power:    

Indigenous communities know that literacy contributes to self-determination, 

control, respect and power for Indigenous people as members of a literate society.   

That is why Indigenous communities have been so supportive of previous AL 

programs…Their efforts have contributed enormously to the ongoing development 

of the program despite the many obstacles to sustained development in Indigenous 

education...Indigenous communities linked to the program are speaking out 

voluntarily in public forums in active support of the project in ways they never have 

before (including actively lobbying the Federal Minister) (NALP, December, 2004).   

Further, referring to Indigenous community support for Accelerated Literacy, 

NALP stated:  

It should be understood that such sentiments are elicited only after actual 

demonstration of effect. Invariably, school communities are initially very skeptical 

about the promise of Accelerated Literacy, having been subject to much policy 

rhetoric and many change initiatives that have made little difference to outcomes in 

the past (December, 2004).  

 This continues the narrative of Indigenous education policy and practice 

failure that was evident in previous sections and helps to position Accelerated 
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Literacy as the solution to this failure. This also suggests that NALP paid attention to 

garnering Indigenous community support during this phase. It should be noted 

however that the purpose of this NALP document was to persuade and promote so 

whether this was indicative of widespread support from community members in all 

remote Indigenous schools, especially those in the Northern Territory, remained to 

be seen.         

The authors of the NALP document (December, 2004) also referred to a 

paper written by a frontline implementer in Western Australia which reinforced the 

importance of Indigenous community support to sustain the implementation as well 

as the place of language and culture in the school:   

We still do Aboriginal language and culture in our school but now we have a good 

English program as well. Scaffolding works for our kids (Bell, 2002, p. 2). 

The authors of the NALP document (December, 2004) also referred to the 

evaluation of the Scaffolding Literacy in Indigenous Schools Project (Creswell, 

Underwood, Withers & Adams, 2002) to demonstrate Indigenous community 

support for Accelerated Literacy and its importance for sustainability. For example it 

was reported that a school principal stated:   

The council was set up to understand it by a session with a Brian Gray video maybe 

four years ago, and they've regularly attended PDs ever since. Now no-one teaching 

here this year will be on the staff next year. But the community will push for its 

maintenance, both the chair and all the members, Aboriginal Education Workers. 

It's in the selection criteria for new staff, and there's a reasonable chance we might 

get one who's experienced (Creswell et al., 2002, p.6).  
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 This all suggests that reformers involved during this phase viewed 

participatory approaches to scaling-up in Indigenous communities—and in particular 

in relation to sustaining implementation in the face of high turnover—as an 

important aspect of implementation.  

4.2.2 ‘Proving’ that Scaffolding Literacy works  

These positive assessments of the implementation of the Northern Territory 

Scaffolding Literacy Pilot are indicative of the views of the reformers involved 

during this time. Coupled with this were positive assessments of the Scaffolding 

Literacy approach, evidenced by quantitative measures of student achievement.  

The Department of Education in its annual report claimed, “During the pilot, 

student progress in reading and comprehension was regularly and comprehensively 

monitored and outcomes for the majority of students have been outstanding” 

(NTDEET, 2003, p. 9). Echoing this success, Gray, Cowey, McGrath and Axford 

(2003, p. 6) reported that the reading accuracy of students (decoding) on both “pre-

test” and “post-test” Individual Reading Level (IL) scores for 250 Indigenous 

students in years 3-8 who had participated in the Northern Territory Scaffolding 

Literacy pilot were “dramatic”.  

Similarly, in another annual report, NTDEET (2004) described the results of 

the trial this way: 

Student progress in reading and comprehension was regularly and comprehensively 

monitored throughout the pilot scheme and outcomes for the majority of students 

have been outstanding. During the trial, student literacy increased from 0.4 to 1.7 
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year levels per year. Improvements in literacy were demonstrated for both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in urban and remote contexts (p. 77). 

Through the process of evaluating a range of quantitative and qualitative data 

collected by the developers and frontline implementers during the Northern 

Territory Scaffolding Literacy Pilot, the bureaucrats in the Northern Territory and 

Australian government concluded that Scaffolding Literacy worked. Reformers 

recounted that pre-post reading IL and ToRCH assessment data was particularly 

persuasive, especially in the context of policy and practice failure.  

Bureaucrat Craig confirmed this view, stating that “hard data” played an 

important role in securing funding for the Scaffolding Literacy Project and Northern 

Territory Scaffolding Literacy Pilot and in turn, for scaling-up. Craig recalled: 

All you had was evidence of what was wrong, you had statistics to show what’s 

wrong which is so common in Indigenous issues. What you didn’t have was 

virtually any hard data saying here’s what we can do to change it. And [names], to 

[their] credit, had it. Now, I’ve lost count but the Commonwealth will have to have 

$30 or $40 million involved in the process if you go back to Scaffolding Literacy 

days, maybe more…So, I mean, [they were] able to convince someone to part with 

some hard-earned readies.   

Similarly, from bureaucrat, Uma’s perspective, the Australian government 

believed “they were getting real results for their money”.  

This view was also confirmed by frontline implementer Felicity who 

described the importance of collecting this data in order to “convince the powers that 

be to give us the money”. The “powers that be” were bureaucrats in the Northern 
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Territory and Australian governments responsible for allocating funding for 

Indigenous education, especially IESIP funded projects.  

For bureaucrat Craig and many of the other education reformers who 

participated in this study, Scaffolding Literacy offered a solution to the problem of 

English literacy education for Indigenous students learning EAL/D. Indeed, the 

achievements demonstrated by the pre-post assessment data collected during the 

Scaffolding Literacy Project and the Northern Territory Scaffolding Literacy Pilot 

were considered by one of the developers as “unprecedented in the field of 

Indigenous education” (Gray et al., 2003, p. 5). From the perspectives of the 

reformers involved in this phase, this had demonstrated that Scaffolding Literacy and 

its implementation had been effective. These accounts suggest that these reformers 

believed that evaluations and measures of student achievement—including those 

collected and reported by the reformers themselves—were evidence that Scaffolding 

Literacy was effective.   

4.3 Deciding to scale-up 

The previous sub-process: believing that Scaffolding works converged and 

led to the sub-process of deciding to scale-up. Deciding to scale-up is a category that 

provides insight into reformers’ perceptions of the political and ideological 

conditions and contexts, and their conceptions of the process of scaling-up evidence-

based literacy approaches.  

As outlined previously, the Review of Indigenous education in the Northern 

Territory (Collins & Lea, 1999) called for the explicit and sequential teaching of 

English literacy and had highlighted Scaffolding Literacy as a promising approach; 
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Scaffolding Literacy caught the eye of some powerful bureaucrats in the Australian 

and Northern Territory governments; and the Indigenous Education Strategic 

Initiatives Program (IESIP) provided a source of funding. It was also the end of a 

four year funding cycle and according to bureaucrat Uma, the Australian and 

Northern Territory government bureaucrats were “casting around, looking for 

something to invest in.” Around the same time, the benchmark measures of English 

Literacy achievement for Indigenous students attending remote Northern Territory 

schools were reported to be the lowest in the country. This combination of failure 

combined with the sense of opportunity garnered by believing that Scaffolding 

Literacy works created the conditions that led to reformers deciding to scale-up. In 

the words of bureaucrat Uma, “I think it’s a confluence of events, like a set of 

coincidences and happenstances.” Similarly, bureaucrat Anthony thought that 

Accelerated Literacy was “in the right place at the right time.”      

The sub-process deciding to scale-up is comprised of five focused codes: 

exposing Indigenous outcomes; taking a risk in a context of crisis; debating 

evidence, efficacy and effectiveness; and announcing scale-up.    

4.3.1 Exposing Indigenous outcomes   

Bringing to light how many children can’t read; thousands of NT students 

desperately short of where they should be; and endemic failure rates. These phrases 

exemplify the reformers’ perceptions of exposing Indigenous outcomes.  

Exposing Indigenous outcomes marks the time when it was first reported to 

the parliament of Australia that the reading and writing achievement of Indigenous 

students attending remote Northern Territory schools was the lowest in the country 
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(Ministerial Council for Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs 

[MCEETYA], 2003; 2004). For many of the reformers in this study, this was a game 

changer. Although they had been concerned about the literacy achievement of 

Indigenous students attending remote Northern Territory schools for a long time, 

only now did they have hard data that showed the extent of the “problem”.  

Bureaucrat Calotina described experiencing “an overwhelming realisation 

about the huge difference in very remote outcomes” and with this came “the alarm 

bells” going off “in people’s minds”. This notion of alarm bells suggests that 

Calotina perceived this as an educational emergency that required a swift response. 

Similar comments that indicate that reformers experienced the process of exposing 

Indigenous outcomes as an educational crisis were prevalent in many of the 

interviews and documents. NALP (November, 2004) reported: 

Despite many shifts in policy and pedagogy and many dollars funneled into 

Indigenous education over the past 30 years, Indigenous students in the NT are still 

performing well below their non-Indigenous peers. 

Exposing Indigenous outcomes was also situated by many reformers in a 

history of educational failure. Some reformers argued that this failure was caused by 

the inability of the Department of Education to bring about improved and sustained 

educational change. Frontline implementer Felicity found this history of failure 

perplexing:      

…you know the Department, it’s always been a funny place I reckon, 

because…they have got these terrible results and that nothing’s changed for over 30 

years, it’s just been shocking results, 30, 40 years so how can you have whole 
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schools of kids who can’t read, and who are coming to school, you know, it just 

doesn’t make any sense?  

Felicity’s comment “it doesn’t make any sense” reflects the difficulty many 

reformers faced trying to understand the intractability of English literacy policy and 

practice failure in remote Northern Territory schools, laid bare for them in the 

disaggregated student achievement data. This also suggests that for Felicity, the 

Department of Education was responsible for this failure.  

Exposing Indigenous outcomes was also situated in the larger national 

consciousness, described by bureaucrat Anthony as, “…a kind of shame, a national 

shame about Indigenous education.” Partington (2003) also described this failure to 

achieve equitable outcomes for Indigenous students as “a shameful characteristic of 

Australian education” (p. 1). These sentiments were echoed by many reformers who 

perceived exposing Indigenous outcomes as a consequence of the nation’s history of 

Indigenous education policy and practice failure.   

Some reformers perceived exposing Indigenous outcomes as a political 

problem. Bureaucrat Anthony recounted, not only were “the facts about Indigenous 

education…becoming really clear” but “people were getting anxious about what was 

to be done”. Describing the situation, Anthony said: 

…the federal labor government… was under challenge…the Northern Territory 

Department was under pressure from the Commonwealth to deliver on things which 

they were finding very difficult to deliver on…  

From bureaucrat Anthony’s perspective and that of many other reformers 

involved in exposing Indigenous outcomes, the Australian and Northern Territory 

governments had a dire political problem on their hands.  
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Toward the end of the Northern Territory Scaffolding Literacy pilot, 

bureaucrats in the Department of Education who supported Scaffolding Literacy 

lobbied the Australian government. Bureaucrat Gabrielle recalled a conversation 

with her Australian government counterpart, where she said, “We need this money. 

It is making a difference for Indigenous children.” This suggests that these 

bureaucrats in the Department of Education believed that they had found a solution 

to the problem of exposing Indigenous outcomes: Scaffolding Literacy. And the 

political conditions were right. Bureaucrat Anthony summed it up this way: 

…And, so you just had this huge pressure to produce a solution and [name] seemed 

to have one. And [name] and the people in the Commonwealth were really keen and 

this was in the era of What Works and this seemed to work so, let’s do it. And the 

…Territory Department was really keen to produce a solution.  

When asked why he thought the Australian and Northern Territory 

governments were convinced that AL worked Anthony said: 

…you had er individuals…who were keen to find a solution and they wanted it to 

be a big dramatic solution, they didn’t want it to be incremental and a hundred year 

project.  

For these reformers, the extent of the Indigenous education crisis, and the 

urgency to resolve it, required a bold response. Describing the bureaucrats’ large 

appetite for reform, bureaucrat Anthony recalled that it needed to be “a big dramatic 

solution, they didn’t want it to be incremental and a 100 year project”.  

Similarly, project manager Belinda, also speaking of the bureaucrats said: 
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…Presumably what was really wanted out of it was at the end of four years this 

unmitigated success, this turnaround in Indigenous education in the NT to be 

wheeled out.  

Reformers were eager to take action to bring about widespread change. 

According to bureaucrat Anthony, these reformers wanted to “get to every kid” and 

they wanted to do it as quickly as possible. For the Australian and Northern Territory 

governments, scaling-up was a unique opportunity to achieve this. Given that they 

were operating in the era of accountability, an important aspect of bringing this about 

were implementation metrics.       

4.3.2 Taking a risk in a context of crisis   

To negotiate and set funding parameters and implementation goals, and 

enable implementation to be monitored, the bureaucrats from the Northern Territory 

and Australian governments engaged in a process of developing implementation 

metrics and project deliverables. A bureaucrat with the Australian government, 

Colin, described the importance of the metrics this way: 

Ministers like to be explaining the impact of their …methods and point to the 

metrics about how many students had been assisted and their location and how 

successful it has been and it is part of the government just doing business and 

needing to explain what it gets for investment and now we are in a strong 

environment of accountability and so in that sense the metrics were important…  

Reformers reported a range of situations and events that led to the 

development of the implementation metrics for scaling-up AL. Bureaucrat Gabrielle 

recalled that she and her colleagues from the Northern Territory Department of 

Education “had big debates with the Commonwealth”. That was because, from 
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Gabrielle’s perspective, the Northern Territory government needed to agree to what 

they perceived as risky metrics. But they viewed the situation as urgent and 

understood the importance of political timing so they took the risk. Gabrielle 

explained:      

… We agreed…to a certain number of schools over a certain timeframe. Not 

necessarily convinced that we’d deliver on that but I never give a stuff about things 

like that and I’d rather get resources and have a go and worry about whether or not 

you deliver on the full commitment as time goes by, than miss out because 

someone’s setting you a target you can’t possibly meet.  

Bureaucrat Gabrielle recalled taking risks in the moment in the hope that it 

could be sorted out later. From Gabrielle’s perspective, the Australian government 

was “absolutely obsessed about the numbers” but she “wasn’t too fussed”. For 

Gabrielle the priority was to secure the funding to scale-up as “it was making a 

difference”. This also suggests that Gabrielle and the other bureaucrats who agreed 

to the metrics were extremely confident, naïve, desperate (or a combination of all) 

for an end to the English literacy education impasse in remote Northern Territory 

schools.  

And although Gabrielle viewed the Australian government as “obsessed” by 

the numbers, the comments made previously by Australian government bureaucrat 

Craig explained why they were metric driven: in the political climate of the day, the 

metrics were used to hold government accountable and scaling-up was a political 

imperative. But Gabrielle wasn’t too fussed about the politics at this stage: she and 

her Department of Education counterparts were more concerned with making a 

difference to the literacy achievement of Indigenous children attending remote 
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Northern Territory schools. Even so, it was as though these Department of Education 

bureaucrats had little control over the metrics; if they wanted to scale-up they needed 

to agree to these.   

And it wasn’t just the scale of the metrics that was risky for the bureaucrats 

in the Department. Coming out of back pocket and pulled out of the air are phrases 

that exemplify reformers’ view of the metrics as ill-conceived. When asked about the 

how the metrics were determined, bureaucrat Uma referred to the Australian 

government bureaucrats to explain:  

Now what they were expecting to purchase… and in the timeframe, was completely 

arbitrary and bizarre and had no logic to it other than back of the envelope 

accounting. I know how back of the envelope accounting it was because [name] and 

I were responsible …I think it was even us who came up with the stupid metric. I 

don’t know. In a plane, maybe, using meal trays, that’s how arbitrary it all was.  

Uma’s description of the metrics and account of their development suggests 

that for her, the metrics were not thought through and lacked common sense.  

Similarly, bureaucrat Anthony stated that the metrics “came out of back 

pocket” however he perceived this somewhat differently to Uma. Although he 

described the metrics as “taking a punt” for him, this signaled a grand intention for 

rapid and widespread change, rather than a literal—and realistic—measure of 

implementation success. Anthony explained that for him, the metrics were a 

response to exposing Indigenous outcomes, and the history of Indigenous education 

policy and practice failure:    

…I think to be fair, there was a genuinely honourable intention behind that very 

ambitious metrics they weren’t, I think they were pulled out of the air, but the 
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intention was to say, we’ve got to get to every kid and how do you get to every kid 

and you can’t wait 20 years for every kid, cause those kids will be gone so it was an 

honourable attempt to say, we want a whole systems change process  

These comments suggest that for Anthony, this crisis justified the ambitious 

and risky metrics as they signified large-scale change. This also indicates that 

Anthony perceived the metrics as synonymous with system-wide change.    

Gabrielle and other reformers also justified taking these risks by situating 

scaling-up in the history of Indigenous educational failure and the current context of 

exposing Indigenous outcomes. Gabrielle recalled the sense of hopelessness that led 

to taking the risk of scaling-up:   

Looking back now, I think probably when I was sitting there then, we were either 

going to achieve nothing or we were going to have a go at something…And we 

were achieving nothing. There was no question we were achieving 

nothing…nothing was happening that was changing for these kids in these schools.    

Similarly, bureaucrat Zoe viewed the decision to scale-up as a risk that was 

justified by the desperate situation. Also looking back, Zoe put it this way:    

You know, that it wasn’t – that we would, as much as anything, we were testing the 

scalability and the issues around scalability as we were trying to disseminate the 

program. Because, I mean, you know, I think we were entering, you know, 

challenges that we weren’t really – that were with a lot of risk around them. And we 

weren’t fully confident that it was going to be scalable but, again, worth a shot.  

Like it was a bit of a “what do we have to lose?” Because things are so bad that, you 

know, I mean we can’t do nothing, and if we do this and it doesn’t work, it’s better 

than sitting around doing nothing because it’s all too difficult and hard and there’s 

no easy road.   
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Zoe’s comments suggest that she viewed scaling-up as a large-scale 

experiment, justified by her view of the dire state of Indigenous education failure. 

Frontline implementer Ida described this as “grasping at straws” because “the 

government is under so much pressure from all our low literacy levels”. These 

comments reinforce the view expressed by other reformers in this study: that the 

decision to implement AL at scale was a reaction to a crisis that was deeply rooted in 

this history of failure, and was also linked to policy and funding cycles.   

For many of the bureaucrats, the focus as they were deciding to scale-up was 

on the metrics. For them, Scaffolding Literacy had demonstrated that it worked 

during the Scaffolding Literacy Project and the Northern Territory Scaffolding 

Literacy Pilot. However, for bureaucrat Uma, a feasible design concept was needed 

in order to successfully make the transition from pilot implementation (where 

conditions were optimal) to system-wide implementation (where the challenges were 

exacerbated and thus, more difficult to overcome). Notes from planning meetings at 

Charles Darwin University during this phase call for “proof of concept” which was 

described as requiring “robust survey and correlational research and experimentation 

in the educational ‘real world’”.  The notes stated that proof of concept entailed 

conducting “empirical studies of effectiveness”. To make this point, bureaucrat Uma 

recounted a discussion she had with an Australian government bureaucrat:    

…I did say…“But you have not had a proof of concept” and the moment I said that 

I knew that I was speaking in tongues…and he didn’t understand what I was saying 

…So then I tried other translations, I said things like “Look, you’ve grown a 

beautiful orchid in a hot-house, now you want to put it in the paddock under rain 

and hail and ordinary conditions and we actually don’t know whether the one thing 
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can survive in the other”. “That’s crap, we’ve got pilot projects everywhere, we’ve 

proved it in multiple sites”, da, da, da, so it wasn’t a message they wanted to hear.  

This suggests that for bureaucrat Uma, the Australian government bureaucrat 

viewed scaling-up as a simple process of replication, just like the trial but in more 

sites. Uma explained why she thought this: 

…Scaffolding Literacy was being operated by its true believers. So …what you 

were looking at were very enthusiast practitioners who were skilled at their game, 

who were smart teachers, experienced, who were implementing this program. What 

wasn’t thought about, of course, was any of the science behind taking anything to 

scale.  

Uma’s comments suggest they have different conceptions of the process of 

scaling-up. From bureaucrat Uma’s perspective, this Australian government 

bureaucrat wasn’t thinking about the complexities of scaling-up because to him, the 

pilots had shown that AL worked but he hadn’t considered the differences between 

pilot and system-wide implementation processes and the need for research to inform 

scaling-up. Uma however had thought about the complexities of scaling-up in the 

Northern Territory. Uma also appeared to understand the need for efficacy and 

effectiveness trials (see 4.4.4 below). For Uma, a cautious and research informed 

implementation was important. This all suggests that these bureaucrats had different 

conceptions of evidence and the process of scaling-up.   

4.3.3 Debating evidence, efficacy and effectiveness 

 Throughout this phase reformers harnessed student achievement data as a 

measure of the effectiveness of Scaffolding Literacy and referred to this as proof. 

But as pointed out by bureaucrat Uma, what was missing in these assessments of the 
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effectiveness of the Northern Territory Scaffolding Literacy Pilot was proof of 

concept. That is, a process to validate the evidence base, establish efficacy and then 

conduct effectiveness trials in diverse settings.  

Nonetheless, it is clear in the scaling-up research that the process of taking 

promising innovations to scale is more complex that simply expanding an effective 

innovation from a demonstration site to multiple sites (e.g. Glennan, Bodilly, 

Galegher & Kerr, 2004). Discussing the implementation of health interventions Flay 

et al. (2005) argued that there is a need to progress through efficacy, effectiveness 

and dissemination trials which test different questions. Flay et al. (2005) explained:  

Most interventions are first evaluated by developers or others under optimal 

conditions, such as having ample resources and well-trained and carefully 

supervised intervention personnel. Yet, programs worthy of dissemination must also 

be effective under real-world conditions. For this reason, prevention scientists 

distinguish between efficacy trials and effectiveness trials (Flay, 1986). Efficacy 

refers to the beneficial effects of a program or policy under optimal conditions of 

delivery, whereas effectiveness refers to effects of a program or policy under more 

real-world conditions (p. 3).  

Similarly, Klinger, Boardman and McMaster (2013) described scaling-up 

education reform as “the process by which researchers or educators initially 

implement interventions on a small scale, validate them, and then implement them 

more widely in real-world conditions” (p. 195). Klinger, Boardman and McMaster 

(2013) called for effectiveness trials that consider the complex nature of scaling-up 

in “real-world settings” and the effects of context on the effectiveness of the 

intervention (p. 196). For example, the effectiveness of the intervention with students 

from different backgrounds or ages; teacher, school leader and administrator 
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turnover; and competing demands and priorities in schools and district offices. Thus, 

Klinger, Boardman and McMaster (2013) called for randomised control trials to 

validate the evidence base and establish efficacy; expanding and sustaining the 

evidence and efficacy and then implementing widely in the real world effectively.  

Scaffolding Literacy had not been implemented through these steps: 

demonstration of efficacy, nor of real world effectiveness, utilising rigorous research 

designs before the attempt to go to scale and demonstrate effectiveness in the context 

of a whole educational system. The evidence for Scaffolding Literacy as outlined 

above was overwhelmingly practice-based, drawing on pre-post assessments using a 

range of standardised measures, combined with demonstrations of expert 

practitioners. This suggests that some reformers didn’t understand the importance of 

ensuring that Scaffolding Literacy was evidence-based before committing to scaling-

up. Once the decision to implement Accelerated Literacy at scale was taken, 

questions of evidence were replaced by measures of implementation and 

accountability for progress in meeting implementation targets.  

4.3.4 Announcing scale-up 

Australian and Northern Territory government ministers and senators were 

also taking notice of Scaffolding Literacy. One reformer recounted “there was so 

much political interest and the minister (Australian government Minister for 

Education Brendan Nelson) was really interested.” And, Northern Territory Senator 

Bob Collins (and co-author of the Review of Indigenous education in the Northern 

Territory) attended a demonstration lesson at one of the trial schools in Darwin 
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conducted toward the end of the Northern Territory Scaffolding Literacy Pilot. 

Frontline implementer Felicity recounted: 

…And so they had, and they did like a demonstration lesson in the classroom and so 

they told them a bit about it… [Name of developer] demonstrated and there was a 

lot of people watching, actually. There were a lot of people there. Bob Collins was 

there…there was so much political interest and the minister was really interested. 

Like, we, we, yeah they were talking to us…there was a lot of interest.  

The excerpt above is an example of the political interest in Scaffolding 

Literacy at this time. Recalling her experience after attending a media event where 

the Northern Territory Minister for Education announced the expansion of 

Scaffolding Literacy frontline implementer Ida said: 

I remember being at [name of school] when this was happening and the offices were 

up at [name of school] and we had the then Minister for Education, Syd Stirling, 

come into our school and film [name], one of [the AL] teachers in the classroom, 

the press were filming her and he made the big announcement that it would be 

expanded to 100 schools in, I think it was four years, and all these sorts of things 

Shortly after, a media release issued by the Australian government Minister 

for Education announced the system-wide rollout of Scaffolding Literacy in 

Northern Territory government schools. This ministerial involvement suggests that 

scaling-up was a political imperative as well as an educational one.  

The Australian government, announcing the Northern Territory scale-up, 

described Scaffolding Literacy as “a structured approach to teaching and has proven 

to be especially effective in assisting students in remote areas” (Hon. Brendon 

Nelson, 2004, 5
th

 April). This description was similar to previous descriptions 

throughout this phase. First, Collins & Lea (1999) called for structured approaches 
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for teaching EAL/D students. Second, the term “proven” reinforced the view of the 

reformers that Scaffolding Literacy worked and that there was evidence of this.     

Using IESIP funding (Gray, 2006, p. 10) the Australian government 

Department of Education Science and Training (DEST) provided a total of $14 

million dollars to “continue the work in improving Indigenous literacy levels through 

a unique teaching programme that targets those Indigenous students most in need” 

(Hon. Brendon Nelson, 2004, 5
th

 April).  

Today’s announcement includes an $8 million commitment for 2005-2008 from the 

Howard Government to work with the Northern Territory Government in a system-

wide rollout of the Scaffolding Literacy approach.  

Funding will be used to develop resources and train 700 teachers to implement the 

Scaffolding programme and to target 10,000 high-need Indigenous students (90% of 

whom are in remote areas) in 100 Territory schools.  

As part of this commitment, the Howard Government will also continue its support 

for current Scaffolding partnership pilots in other parts of the country with a $6 

million allocation for 2005-2008. (Hon. Brendon Nelson, 2004, 5
th
 April). 

In addition, the Northern Territory Government provided $8.5 million to 

support the implementation in the Northern Territory.  

For these reformers it seemed that grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the 

solution was understood as a unique opportunity to expand the implementation of 

Northern Territory Scaffolding Literacy Pilot.  

4.4 Conclusion  

This phase grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution comprised of three 

sub-processes: (1) English literacy in an era of reconciliation and accountability; (2) 
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believing that Scaffolding Literacy works; and (3) deciding to scale-up. Taken 

together, these sub-processes provided a window on the perspectives of the 

reformers involved and how this resulted in the decision to scale-up AL. 

English literacy in an era of reconciliation and accountability explained how 

reformers situated this phase in the context of an era of increasing educational 

accountability where student achievement data were used as a measure of program 

effectiveness. Along with changing policy and funding conditions this saw a shift 

from bilingual to English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) 

approaches and then to innovative English literacy approaches developed from a first 

language perspective. This phase highlighted the different—and sometimes 

conflicting—beliefs about the most effective approach for teaching English literacy 

to Indigenous students learning EAL/D in the Northern Territory Department of 

Education. During this phase Scaffolding Literacy was described as an intervention 

that was suitable for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students who were two years 

behind reading and writing benchmarks. The Australian government expected the 

focus of scaling-up AL to be on improving the outcomes of Indigenous students 

attending remote schools. 

Believing that Scaffolding Literacy works explains the ways reformers came 

to believe that Scaffolding Literacy was an effective approach for Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D and how these beliefs were situated in a broader national 

policy and funding context that viewed locally developed innovative English literacy 

approaches as a key Indigenous education reform strategy. A belief that nothing else 

worked and a perception that there was resistance to Scaffolding Literacy in the 
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Department of Education led the reformers participating in this phase to secretly 

implement a trial of Scaffolding Literacy in six Northern Territory schools. 

Buoyed by their observations of exceptional practice and rapid gains in 

measures of student achievement, Australian and Northern Territory Department of 

Education bureaucrats, academics and frontline implementers were keen to scale-up 

AL in the Northern Territory. Operating in a context of crisis and keen to seize an 

unprecedented opportunity to scale-up, the Northern Territory Department of 

Education bureaucrats involved during this phase agreed to what they perceived as 

risky metrics proposed by the Australian government in order to secure funding. The 

findings of this phase deciding to scale-up suggest that in their rush to scale these 

reformers failed to establish demonstration of efficacy, or real-world effectiveness 

utilising rigorous research designs prior to scaling-up AL. Although these 

bureaucrats viewed Scaffolding Literacy as effective, they had different conceptions 

of the process of moving from small-scale implementation, where conditions were 

favourable, to scaling-up in real world conditions.  

4.4.1 Implementation stages (exploration and adoption)  

In this final section I compare the findings of the phase grasping Scaffolding 

Literacy as the solution with the first of Fixsen et al.’s (2005) stages of 

implementation: exploration and adoption. According to these researchers, during 

the exploration and adaptation stage purveyors “…assess the readiness of interested 

agency and potential implementation barriers” (p. 15). During the phase grasping 

Scaffolding Literacy as the solution the reformers assessed the readiness of the 

Department of Education and identified a range of barriers including perceived 
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resistance to Scaffolding Literacy. At the core of this resistance were contested 

beliefs about the effectiveness of the Scaffolding Literacy approach for Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D. This led to secretly piloting Scaffolding Literacy in the 

Northern Territory to avoid conflict. Fixsen et al. (2005) reported that local and state 

level support, including “political, financial, and human service systems…garnered 

during the adoption process…is important throughout all implementation stages” (p. 

16). During the phase grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution reformers 

garnered the political and financial support of Australian and Northern Territory 

governments however, as demonstrated throughout this phase, there was little 

ownership within the Department of Education at the system-level.   

Another process identified by Fixsen et al. (2005) as important during this 

stage is for the purveyors to engage in a process of “understanding the enabling and 

limiting aspects of the contexts in which interventions can occur” (p. 15). While 

reformers clearly considered the enabling and limiting aspects of the contexts in 

which scaling-up was to occur (e.g. teacher inexperience and perceived lack of 

expertise; contested beliefs about the effectiveness of the Scaffolding Literacy 

approach for Indigenous students learning EAL/D; resistance in the Department of 

Education) it appears that reformers didn’t consider these contextual factors in 

relation to exploring readiness for scaling-up. Rather they appeared to perceive 

implementation as a strategy to overcome these limiting implementation contexts.   

Fixsen et al (2005) reported that the exploration and adoption stage also 

involves identifying an intervention that reflects consumer needs and developing a 

“clear implementation plan” to “facilitate the installation and implementation of the 

program” (p. 15).  
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The purpose of exploration is to assess the potential match between community 

needs, evidence-based practice and program needs, and community resources and to 

make the decision to proceed, or not (Fixsen et al., 2005, p. 15). 

 It appears that during the phase grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution 

reformers were not operating as though this was a phase that was part of a larger 

process of scaling-up. Indeed, the findings suggest that reformers had different 

conceptions of efficacy and effectiveness and didn’t understand the importance of 

developing a shared implementation plan. As a result, reformers found themselves 

scaling-up a pilot project. This phase is explored in the following chapter.    
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CHAPTER 5: SCALING-UP A PILOT PROJECT (2004)    

5.1 Overview  

In the previous chapter I explained how Scaffolding Literacy emerged as the 

solution to the problem of failed English literacy policies and practices for 

Indigenous students learning English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect 

(EAL/D) and attending remote Northern Territory schools. As suggested in the 

previous phase, reformers commenced scaling-up AL believing that it was effective 

however they hadn’t established an evidence-base or effectiveness in real world 

conditions. Nor did the reformers develop a shared implementation plan prior to 

scaling-up. Thus, in this phase, reformers find themselves scaling-up a pilot project.  

In this chapter I present the phase scaling-up a pilot project. Scaling-up a 

pilot project is comprised of four sub-processes: (1) scaling-up in an era of 

educational evidence-based reform; (2) literacy camps contesting scale-up; (3) 

aspirations for system-wide change; and (4) conflicting conceptions of teacher 

change. The diagram below shows the sub-processes and focused codes that 

comprise the phase, Scaling-up a pilot project. 



CHAPTER 5: SCALING-UP A PILOT PROJECT (2004) 

158 

FIGURE 7: SCALING-UP A PILOT PROJECT 

 

Scaling-up a pilot project  

Scaling-up in an era of 
evidence-based reform 

English literacy policy 
and practice  

Establishing NALP 

Dynamic definitions 
of AL and target 

students 

Literacy camps contesting 
scale-up  

First and second 
langauge learning camps 

Anti-AL sentiment in 
the Department   

Aspirations for  system-
wide change  

Planning to systematise 
AL by adapting  

Implementation and 
research planning  

Conflicting conceptions of 
teacher change  

Scaling-up to change 
teachers' beliefs 

Managing widespread 
change  

Realising its is not ready 
to be scaled-up  



CHAPTER 5: SCALING-UP A PILOT PROJECT (2004) 

159 

Scaling-up in an era of educational accountability situates this phase in the 

emerging policy context of evidence-based research and the debates about what 

counts as evidence for Indigenous students learning EAL/D. Definitions of 

Accelerated Literacy remain the same as the previous phase however the target 

group expanded from students two years behind to include students of all ages but 

the focus remained on Indigenous students. The sub-process literacy camps 

contesting scale-up provides a window on how literacy camps in the Department of 

Education opposed scaling-up AL and how this shaped the place of Accelerated 

Literacy in the system. Aspirations for system-wide change indicates that some 

academics and bureaucrats called for both top-down and bottom-up approaches to 

facilitate adaptive and agile project management and research informed 

implementation. However, these conceptions appear to be aspirational in light of 

conflicting conceptions of teacher change that highlights the tensions between 

project managers who conceive scaling-up AL as a top-down process of replication 

and other academics and frontline implementers whose goal it is to bring about deep 

teacher change. Thus, reformers’ conceptions of scale-up were at odds. And because 

planning and implementation occurred simultaneously, these conflicting conceptions 

were not evident until implementation became problematic, as explained in the sub-

process realising it is not ready to be scaled-up.   

5.2 Scaling-up in an era of evidence-based reform 

5.2.1 English literacy policy and practice  

During this phase calls for evidence-based research to guide English literacy 

education policy and practice emerged. In November 2004 the Australian Minister 

for Education, Brendon Nelson, called for a National Inquiry into the Teaching of 
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Literacy in Australian schools (NITL) (Colvin, 2004). The purpose of the NITL was 

for teaching policies and practices to be informed by “rigorous evidence-based 

research as to what does work” especially in relation to the teaching of reading and 

in particular those experiencing reading difficulties (Rowe et al., 2005, p. 11). One of 

the terms of reference was “for educational science, scientifically based instruction, 

and the use of ‘evidence based research’ to inform policy” (Australian Literacy 

Educator’s Association [ALEA], 2005). Literacy experts and Indigenous education 

reformers broadly supported the NITL although with some caveats.    

In its submission to the NITL, the Australian Literacy Educator’s Association 

(ALEA) (2005) advocated evidence-based research informed practice however 

ALEA highlighted “issues of what counts as ‘evidence-based research’ in literacy 

education” noting that these issues were controversial as they arose from wider 

debates about literacy education, rooted in longstanding epistemological divides. 

Finally, ALEA (2005) argued that there are many notions of evidence-based research 

and urged policy makers to consider the reliability and validity of the evidence 

underpinning this policy making (p. 1).  

Indigenous educator reformer Noel Pearson (2004) applauded the NITL 

because he questioned the research underpinning “culturally appropriate theories 

adopted in schools” and argued that “the ongoing crisis in Indigenous literacy is 

surely testament to their efficacy” (p. 3). Thus, he called for the NITL to “…put the 

spotlight on this very question: does the evidence and research support a categorical 

approach to the teaching of literacy? Or should instruction that is effective for all 

children also be the means of instruction for Indigenous children?” (p. 3).  
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These notions of evidence-based policy and practice hadn’t yet influenced the 

reformers however debates about what English literacy approach was the most 

effective prevailed. During this phase reformers were operating in the “What 

Works?” policy paradigm where innovative English literacy practices developed to 

meet local needs were favoured (McRae et al., 2000). That is, English literacy 

practices were research-based but not evidence-base as defined in the NITL (Rowe et 

al., 2005).  

Establishing the National Accelerated Literacy Program (NALP)  

The National Accelerated Literacy Program (NALP) was launched in April 

2004. At this time Scaffolding Literacy was renamed Accelerated Literacy. The 

NALP was established to manage program implementation at scale in the Northern 

Territory (NT) as well as continued implementation in existing sites in Western 

Australia (WA) and Queensland (QLD)
5
. The NALP was a complex partnership 

between the Australian government Department of Education, Science and Training 

(DEST), The Northern Territory Department of Education (NTDoE), Charles 

Darwin University (CDU) and existing sites. Charles Darwin University was 

contracted to NTDoE to provide deliverables, and in turn, NTDoE was responsible to 

DEST. The NALP partnerships were guided by funding, operational and governance 

frameworks (NALP, December, 2004; NALP, May 2005).  

 In late 2004 the Northern Territory Sponsors Group was established to 

oversee “NALP project management…NT implementation” (NALP, October, 2005). 

                                                 

5
 Accelerated Literacy was also implemented in South Australia (SA) and New South Wales (NSW) 

but was funded differently and thus not part of NALP. 
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Key sponsors were NTDoE bureaucrats and CDU academics. The CDU and NTDoE 

project managers reported to the Sponsors Group.   

A national Steering Committee was also established. The National 

Accelerated Literacy Steering Committee comprised of representatives from DEST, 

NTDoE, CDU, existing sites as well as a peak Indigenous education advisor. The 

DEST representative provided advice to the Australian government Minister for 

Education about the progress of implementation. DEST also monitored 

implementation through progress reports delivered at each Steering Committee 

meeting and via the annual report delivered through the NT Sponsors Group (NALP, 

October, 2005). It was not the role of the Steering Committee to “…provide advice 

regarding the…roll out of Accelerated Literacy (NALP, August 2005). 

The implementation outcomes (metrics) and timelines for achieving these 

were outlined in the NALP project management framework provided in table 11 

below.   

TABLE 11: TARGETED IMPLEMENTATION OUTCOMES NALP EXPANSION (2005-2008) 

Description 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

Schools (6) + 14 (20) + 10 (30) + 20 (50) + 20 (70) + 30 100 

% Remote 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 90% 

Target 

students 

1800 3000 5000 7000 10,000 10,000 

Classroom 

teachers  

126 210 350 490 700 700 

Contract and scope of service for the provision of funding for the period 1 January 2005 – 31 
(NALP, December 2005)   

Dynamic definitions of AL and target students  

In preparation for scaling-up AL, academics, bureaucrats and project 

managers produced a range of documents for various audiences and purposes about 
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Accelerated Literacy. For example, a document, prepared by CDU reformers 

(December, 2004) stated that Accelerated Literacy “provided access to academic-

literate discourse”, facilitated “inclusive teacher-student interactions”, and enabled 

“systematic progression towards literate competence”. This is similar to the previous 

phases. However, what differed was the definition of target students. The NALP 

document stated:  

Accelerated Literacy aims to meet the needs of students from school start to school 

completion. The following contexts and cohorts will be prioritised: Indigenous 

students with an emphasis on EAL/D Indigenous; students who are two years or 

more below in their literacy levels; and remote schools and urban schools where the 

Indigenous cohort is greater than 50% (CDU, December, 2004).  

This definition of Accelerated Literacy as both a mainstream approach 

suitable for students of all ages and backgrounds—and an intervention for 

Indigenous students—was far broader than previous definitions that described 

participating students as Indigenous and two years behind benchmark. Some 

reformers linked these shifting and broader definitions of Accelerated Literacy and 

target students to the metrics of scaling-up AL. Accelerated Literacy was mandated 

in 100 of the total 152 schools in the Northern Territory. Out of necessity, these 

reformers argued, Accelerated Literacy became a whole of school approach.        

5.3 Literacy camps contesting scale-up  

Scaling-up AL did not occur in an empty space. Bureaucrats and frontline 

implementers came up against a range of existing programs in the Department of 

Education aiming in one way or other to address Indigenous students’ English 

literacy learning needs.   
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5.3.1 First and second language learning camps  

The previous phase grasping Scaffolding Literacy as a solution showed that 

the bureaucrats and frontline implementers perceived opposition to Scaffolding 

Literacy within the Department of Education. With the announcement of scaling-up 

AL this intensified. In particular, reformers encountered resistance from literacy 

camps comprised of bureaucrats, frontline implementers and project managers whose 

role was to support teachers to implement English as an Additional Language and/or 

Dialect (EAL/D) approaches such as Walking Talking Texts and English Literacy 

approaches such as First Steps. The term literacy camps were coined by the 

reformers to describe the groups who opposed different approaches for Indigenous 

students learning English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D).  

The English Literacy camp held a range of views but all were grounded in 

perspectives of learning English as a first language. Frontline implementer Felicity 

perceived an “outcry” of opposition to scaling-up AL from literacy camps that 

favoured the First Steps approach. But it was the beliefs of the EAL/D camp and the 

AL camp that reformers experienced as the most contested. Reflecting the views of 

the reformers involved, frontline implementer Felicity described this as an “either or 

dichotomy” and explained that if you “believe in EAL/D” then you are “against AL” 

and vice versa.  

Bureaucrat Craig believed that these camps were divided by their strongly 

held beliefs about the most effective English literacy approach for Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D:   



CHAPTER 5: SCALING-UP A PILOT PROJECT (2004) 

165 

 

What you have is different camps of people who believe pretty passionately in what 

they believe and…it’s obviously a highly contested field.   

 The term “contested field” suggests that each camp believed the other was 

mistaken or wrong. Also commenting on the dichotomous and passionately held 

beliefs of the literacy camps Carol, a bureaucrat, said: 

Oh…literacy and EAL/D invoked amazingly passionate responses…and people feel 

the need to belong to a camp, the EAL/D camp, the literacy camp that they don’t 

mix... I think people working in the area of literacy, EAL/D, Indigenous education 

in the Northern Territory tend to be very passionate about their work and therefore 

have very strong opinions about it.   

Carol’s comments suggest that the intensity of the beliefs of people in the 

EAL/D camp were particularly extreme because of the context of Indigenous 

education in the Northern Territory. While not explicitly stated, this could relate to 

the history of Indigenous education policy and practice failure, and in particular the 

place of Indigenous language and culture for the educative process in schools as 

discussed in Chapter Three: Indigenous education, a history of failure? As with the 

previous phases, the conflict between the EAL/D and the AL camps largely stemmed 

from differences in opinion in relation to whether Indigenous students learning 

EAL/D were positioned as second language learners or first language learners, and 

the place of Indigenous language and culture for learning English literacy.  

The EAL/D camp believed that Indigenous students’ language and culture 

needed to be the starting point from which to learn English literacy and argued that 

approaches needed to be underpinned by second language learning theories. Lee-
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Anne, a member of the EAL/D camp, explained her concerns about the first 

language focus of AL: 

It’s quite exclusive of culture and linguistic diversity…it kind of pretends none 

exists…which for me as an EAL/D teacher, it’s something that always bothered 

me…all of our remote school kids speak English as their second, third or fourth 

language…and that was never, ever acknowledged...  

Lee-Anne recounted a discussion with an academic that encapsulates the key 

points of this debate: 

…I mean [name] used to argue it over and over, you know “English is the language 

of power, English is the language to get.” I said, “yeah, I know all that, I’m not 

denying any of that…[Name] …didn’t care whether they spoke two languages at 

home already…Was just this whole we’ve got to get them speaking English. And 

for me it’s not like that. I know I’ve got to get them to speak English, that’s why 

I’m an English teacher, but I know that all of that, the possibilities of that is built 

directly on how much I value and nurture what they already have. 

It wasn’t only the EAL/D camp in the Department of Education who raised 

concerns about the first language learning focus underpinning AL. Some AL 

frontline implementers had EAL/D backgrounds and felt conflicted because they 

believed that AL needed to be adapted to meet the second language learning needs of 

Indigenous students. As with Lee-Anne and other members of the EAL/D camp, 

frontline implementer Beth stated that the developers of AL ignored the language 

backgrounds of EAL/D students. Beth described this as a “serious bug” because:   

We’ve got EAL/D students who’ve got very little English…I felt they never really 

acknowledged the level of English the students had, or didn’t have…  
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 This was an issue for Beth because for her, to meet second language learning 

needs it was important to “start from where they are at”. That is, students’ linguistic 

and cultural resources.  

The pace of language development for EAL/D learners was also a source of 

contention. Beth and other members of the EAL/D camp believed that second 

language learners developed English literacy at a different rate to first language 

learners and in particular, academic-English. Conversely, the AL camp expected 

second language learners to achieve English literacy benchmarks at the same rate as 

first language learners. Thus, they argued that EAL/D teachers had low expectations 

and were therefore perpetuating disadvantage.  

Furthermore, many reformers in the AL camp positioned Indigenous students 

as marginalised because they were not achieving English literacy benchmark 

standards and therefore considered to be failing. This is evident in a document 

produced by NALP (November, 2004):  

Accelerated Literacy is a teaching program that redresses the poor literacy of 

marginalised learners who have failed to make the appropriate literacy gains in 

school and/or who are in acute danger of falling behind.    

An academic from the AL camp argued that this marginalisation was a result 

of treating Indigenous students differently to mainstream students because of their 

linguistic and cultural background (Harper, 2009). Harper (2009) contended that this 

led to inequity and excluded Indigenous students from the mainstream. What was 

needed, Harper said, was for Indigenous students learning EAL/D to engage in 

mainstream learning through inclusive interactions around age-appropriate English 

texts. Only this would enable Indigenous students to access the worlds that English 
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literacy could provide, regardless of linguistic and cultural background and first 

language development.  

Harper’s (2009) arguments reflected the views of those in the AL camp who 

equated academic-literate discourse with increased access to western social, 

economic and cultural capital that is necessary to succeed in “both worlds”. To this 

end, the NALP project framework (June, 2005) stated: 

The theory underpinning learning in AL is different to most of the learning theories 

that have guided education for the past 30 years. The AL theory often challenges 

teachers’ beliefs about what can be taught to linguistically marginalised students. 

The AL implementation approach trains teachers in the methodology, reshaping the 

way the teacher interacts with the students, actively building interactions that are 

accessible for all students (p. 9).    

The above implies that other English language learning theories—and the 

beliefs underpinning them—have marginalised students learning EAL/D and in turn, 

excluded them from the academic-literate discourse of school. The notion of 

linguistic marginalisation is linked to educational inequality and implies 

discrimination. Liddicoat and Heugh (2014) argued that “linguistic marginalisation 

occurs when a language is excluded from the public life of a society in such a way 

that its speakers have less access to social, economic, and political resources” (p. 

79). Reformers argued that Accelerated Literacy overcame linguistic marginalisation 

by providing access to academic-literate discourse through inclusive practices. These 

academics and frontline implementers argued that Accelerated Literacy was the only 

approach that enabled teachers to effectively achieve this. 
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5.3.2 Anti-AL sentiment in the Department  

Many frontline implementers spoke of hostility toward the AL camp in the 

Department of Education. One reformer, Ida, described this as “anti-AL sentiment 

everywhere”. Bureaucrat Anthony recounted that the AL camp entered this 

unfriendly territory with “swords drawn”. Indeed, many reformers perceived the AL 

camp as divisive. Frontline implementer Felicity described this as “pitting AL 

against EAL/D” while frontline implementer Beth described this as “setting up in 

opposition”. This implies competition and contested rivalry.   

For frontline implementer Ursula, the conflict arose in the Department 

because AL challenged “current accepted beliefs about literacy teaching”. Ursula 

explained: 

It is the AL methodology which cuts across current accepted beliefs about literacy 

teaching that actually incites the rage about AL.  

Ursula’s comments suggest that the AL camp were determined to directly 

counter the beliefs of the EAL/D camp however this created strong feelings of anger 

and hostility.  

Many in the AL camp believed that “nothing else works” and harnessed 

standardised measures of English literacy assessment to argue the point. For 

example, frontline implementer Felicity contended that the low English literacy 

benchmark results for Indigenous students attending remote Northern Territory 

schools showed that previous approaches—including bilingual and EAL/D 

programs—didn’t work. For Felicity, this failure was evidenced by the “terrible 
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results” Indigenous students had been “…getting for the past 30 or 40 years”. 

Felicity reasoned, “We wouldn’t be here if EAL/D worked”.  

Bureaucrats were aware that these literacy camps were contesting English 

literacy approaches and sought to minimise the perception of competition. A NALP 

document stated:  

NALP’s major objective is not to be seen as competing with other literacy 

programs, or saying that our program is superior, but to articulate that this is how 

our program works and show clear evidence of the program’s successes (January, 

2005). 

In light of the previous phase grasping AL as the solution it is likely that 

what was meant by evidence was the achievement of English literacy benchmarks or 

accelerated achievement according to pre-post reading assessment using IL tools.  

There was a view by some that the EAL/D camp felt threatened by AL 

because their capacity to support teachers of Indigenous students learning EAL/D 

was now limited. Lee-Anne, an EAL/D expert, described the “distress” felt by 

EAL/D experts because “…the rollout of AL…actually knocked everything that they 

were doing completely off the agenda”. This notion of distress suggests that the 

EAL/D camp experienced a sense of great loss and reflects the passions described 

previously.  

Carol, a bureaucrat, put it this way:   

One never heard anybody outside of the AL team speaking positively about AL. It 

was almost as though it was AL’s enemy, the enemy to what they were actually 

doing. It was encroaching into the literacy spaces. 
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 This notion of AL as an enemy encroaching implies a war or a battle and that 

there was a belief within the Department of Education that the AL camp was taking 

over their territory; the EAL/D space they had held in the Department of Education 

for over forty years. Bureaucrat Craig described AL as the “new kid on the block 

trying to muscle in on other people’s turf”.  

Reformers who participated in this phase experienced scaling-up AL as 

occurring in a contested space in the Department of Education. They used war 

metaphors to describe this: trenches mentality, battles, and destructive elements. For 

the reformers who participated in this phase it was a war of beliefs. 

The EAL/D camp questioned the evidence-base underpinning the decision to 

scale-up AL in remote Northern Territory schools. From bureaucrat Anthony’s 

perspective the EAL/D camp understandably argued that Indigenous students 

learning EAL/D were their “client group”. Likewise, bureaucrat Uma recalled that 

questions loomed within the Department of Education about the “empirical basis 

upon which this has been chosen rather than an extension of EAL/D for example, or 

some other literacy program?”   

Along these lines, bureaucrat Calotina observed “factional stuff” emerging 

within the teaching and learning area and the research area and said this occurred “as 

soon as the money hit the table”. Calotina explained:  

…there were people …that were quite critical of that and really keen to sort of, 

well, disprove its usefulness... Part of it was about money being invested in an 

approach…in a very resource poor climate, a visible and public investment by both 

governments in a program…It was absolutely about seeing …all the money that it 

attracted on what was not seen to be a particularly robust research base.   
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It is not clear what longstanding research Calotina was referring to. As 

demonstrated in the previous phase grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution the 

only long-term research underpinning Accelerated Literacy related to the 

development of Scaffolding Literacy and the student achievement reported in 

publications of the implementation and outcomes of the Scaffolding Literacy Project 

(Gray, Cowey & Axford, 2003), the Northern Territory Scaffolding Literacy Pilot 

(Gray, Cowey, McGrath & Axford, 2003) and the evaluation of Scaffolding Literacy 

conducted by Creswell, Underwood, Withers and Adams (2002). Thus, it may be 

that Calotina was referring to the educational research underpinning the development 

and theoretical framework of the AL approach rather than evidence-based research.    

This anti-AL sentiment in the Department of Education was at odds with the 

fanfare surrounding the announcement of scaling-up AL in the phase grasping AL as 

the solution and the intention of system-wide and sustained change.  

Felicity explained:    

 …so there was always this funny juxtaposition of um a lot of support, because they 

put in…in millions, the Department, um as against a whole lobby of people within 

the department who hated our guts, hated the program, hated the whole thing. I 

mean they couldn't be in the same room as us, you know, at times? So there was 

always this funny, you know. Being held up as the program of the moment but lots 

of people trying to undermine that and resenting that and feeling very angry about 

it…  

It was of concern to the bureaucrats involved in this phase that literacy camps 

contesting pedagogy would undermine confidence in NALP. A document produced 

by NALP stated:   
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At present there are a small number of programs (including English as an 

Additional Language and/or Dialect(EAL/D) that appear to be in direct competition 

with the NALP Program and we are keen to avoid confrontation with these groups 

that would be politically damaging to the project (January, 2005). 

The bureaucrats in the Department of Education who were the “champions” 

of scaling-up AL predicted this conflict. To reduce risk to NALP and scaling-up AL 

they continued to locate the AL project managers and frontline implementers in 

offices at a local school rather than in the central offices alongside the EAL/D and 

First Steps camps. Despite being tasked with systematising AL to transform 

Indigenous education in the Northern Territory, the AL team was physically 

“separate” in the system. Reformers, reflecting on this stage, believed that this was 

counterproductive as keeping the AL team separate exacerbated divisions and 

impacted on buy-in at the system level. Frontline implementer Beth recalled, “…I 

think it didn’t become part of the Department of Education because of where we sat. 

We sat at [name of school]. Similarly, frontline implementer Felicity commented 

that keeping it separate “made it unpopular, and made it look like it was secret 

business”.  

5.4 Aspirations for system-wide change  

5.4.1 Planning to systematise AL through an adaptive process   

Drawing on documents produced by reformers at Charles Darwin University 

under the banner of NALP during this phase the sub-process aspirations of system-

wide change provides insight into reformers’ perceptions of system-wide change and 

their vision for how this should be achieved. While it is not clear who the authors of 
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these documents are, it can be assumed that they were written by academics and/or 

project managers.   

For these reformers, scaling-up AL was synonymous with systematised and 

sustained change. These reformers used the term systematise to describe a range of 

responsibilities, goals and processes to be undertaken within different organisations 

or units such as: DEST, NTDoE, CDU, school leadership and teachers, all of which 

were perceived as essential for scaling-up to be sustainable. The focus of these 

efforts was on changing teachers, monitoring, evaluating and reporting on the 

effectiveness of the implementation; and an ongoing research driven process 

refining AL (NALP, November, 2004).  

The process of teacher change was often described by NALP as change 

management. The NTDEET implementation team was described by NALP as “a 

high level team”, tasked with influencing/managing this change in schools and 

within the Department of Education (NALP, May, 2005). Broadly, an 

implementation management group operated at the departmental level and a 

professional learning team operated in schools. Together, their role was to build 

capacity within the system through “school and system alignment and leadership” 

(NALP, May, 2005, p. 29).  

Coordinated project management was perceived by reformers involved in this 

sub-process as integral to systematising and sustaining scaling-up AL. For example, 

a document produced by NALP indicated that the authors conceived implementation 

and project management as one in the same. In the excerpt below the authors 

articulate a project management approach that is both top-down and bottom-up:   
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Specifically, this means a project management structure that is cognisant of the 

process of moving a good idea based on ‘know how’ to a system-wide methodology 

with reduced third party involvement…But NALP is not a simple technology 

transfer and production project. To work it must also drive system-wide change in 

education policy and practice and it must be absolutely responsive to field based 

refinements to ensure the best outcomes for students and continued engagement of 

teachers (NALP, December 2004). 

These comments indicate that these reformers perceived scaling-up AL as an 

adaptive top-down and bottom-up process at both the system and school levels. This 

also suggests that for these reformers, the role of NALP was not only changing 

teacher practice but also changing the system to support this.  

These reformers also understood the importance of stakeholder agreement 

and collaboration at the system-level, particularly across agencies. They viewed the 

project management structure as key to achieving this:     

An additional challenge for the program is working across a management structure 

that is comprised of two very different agencies in a University and a Government 

Department …Driving systems reform is difficult to achieve under these types of 

conditions but the NALP project management structure must be robust enough to 

drive change and manage the politics. We are addressing this through a number of 

innovative strategies including joint planning and participation strategies and 

stakeholder agreements teachers (NALP, December 2004).  

For these reformers, the project management plan and approach also needed 

to be adaptive in order to accommodate the reformers’ different conceptions of 

scaling-up:  
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A further challenge for the project control mechanisms is in working with NALP 

staff and users of the program who are not used to project management 

methodologies and structures. Rather than trying to foist project management 

structures onto these communities and individuals, it is likely to be more productive 

if we can design a flexible project management strategy …to deliver all the control 

and governance functions…but at the same time, the project management structure 

should be enabling, supportive and dynamic to the needs of the program for users 

teachers (NALP, December 2004). 

The processes to achieve both flexibility and control weren’t stated. 

Nonetheless, the excerpt above indicates awareness on the part of the authors of 

reformers’ different conceptions of scaling-up and the importance of addressing 

these through flexible project management. It also suggests an understanding of the 

scaling-up research and the different approaches.  

 These reformers also highlighted the importance of an adaptive process of 

development and refinement to enable ownership, and in turn sustained change, in 

the face of changing conditions:    

The product that is delivered to schools needs to be constantly refined and 

developed so that it can move away from the one-on-one intensive support model 

on which it is now premised into a product that can be utilised successfully by 

schools when it is no longer possible to access face-to-face support…We also know 

that governments tend to reduce field support in times of budget cut backs. A long-

term sustainability pressure is to evolve AL to the point where it creates its own 

change momentum in fiscally deprived conditions (NALP, December 2004). 

Another document noted that “system support” entailed the following 

strategies:  
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 information sessions – staff and community;  

 high level professional learning for teachers delivered in stages; 

 project coordinator to provide ongoing support;  

 provision of teaching resources and assessment tools; and 

 centralised data collation and data monitoring (NALP, May, 2004).  

This document suggests that these reformers understood that it was the role 

of the system to support implementation at the classroom, school and community 

levels. Nonetheless, there was no mention in these documents of strategies to support 

implementation at the system level nor were there any firm plans to achieve this. As 

the following sub-process conflicting conceptions of teacher change shows, these 

conceptions of scaling-up appear to be aspirational, and not shared by other 

bureaucrats and project managers.   

5.4.2 Implementation and research planning   

Another document produced by NALP provides insight into the thinking of 

the reformers at CDU in relation to their aspirations for research driven 

implementation:  

In partnership with both the Northern Territory and Commonwealth Governments, 

Charles Darwin University has designed an intensive implementation and research 

program to expand the National Accelerated Literacy Program (NALP, n.d.) 

program.  

What this intensive implementation and research program entailed was not 

clear in this document. However, notes taken during this phase provided by 

bureaucrat Uma suggest that the intention was not to “validate AL…not retrofitting a 
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validation”. Instead, implementation was viewed as a process of “adaptive 

management” where the program was “refined” though “rigorous and theoretical 

testing … adaptive management refine…” This adds weight to the suggestion that 

the efficacy and effectiveness of AL had not yet been established but that this would 

occur throughout scaling-up AL.    

Another document produced by reformers during this phase also suggests the 

intention to establish the efficacy and effectiveness of Accelerated Literacy during 

the implementation rather than prior to:  

To transit Accelerated Literacy… into a more robust state, available en masse, we 

are conducting a systematic program of expansion, proving, field-testing, research, 

evaluation and revision. 

However another document entitled 2004-2005 Budget Development 

Framework stated that there was already evidence that AL worked:    

Strong evidence that this approach works to improve teacher effectiveness and 

improve student outcomes has …increased demand from schools…that are 

struggling to improve Indigenous students literacy outcomes—especially in remote 

areas…(NALP, 2004).   

In addition, the same document stated: 

Accelerated Literacy is the only approach currently known that provides strong 

empirically-based evidence of real improvements in English literacy outcomes for 

Indigenous students (NALP, 2004).  

 In the previous phase the reformers drew on reports of student achievement 

from the Scaffolding Literacy pilots as evidence of the effectiveness of AL. No other 

research was conducted therefore it appears that this “empirically-based evidence of 
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real improvements” was limited to self-reports where reformers linked student 

achievement to program effectiveness. This doesn’t meet the criteria for empirical 

evidence put forward by Rowe et al. (2005). This reflects the different notions of 

evidence that were evident during sub-process anti-AL sentiment in the Department.   

 Notes taken during this phase by bureaucrat Uma—not written for the public 

eye—were somewhat more subdued than the documents cited previously which 

appear to aim to persuade and generate confidence. Under the heading “What is AL” 

it was noted:       

Teachers want their flexibility, but it is reverse: teachers need directions on how to 

help a kid.  

The products need to focus on the thing that people find difficult to do – blueprints 

formulated etc. for each week, each day etc. something to parallel the lesson 

planning process. 

Situation of high teacher turnover 

Don’t do exactly, it won’t work. But what is “exact” about it? 

Codify the elements that are essential for learning to work in the NT. 

This suggests that during this phase that Accelerated Literacy wasn’t clearly 

defined. Further, in contrast to the calls for adaptive implementation that combined 

top-down and bottom-up approaches, the notes indicate a desire for more control. 

High turnover was included here and this could explain why bureaucrat Uma felt the 

need for more prescription. This view of prescription as a way to ameliorate teacher 

turnover aligns with the findings of the Review of Indigenous education in the 

Northern Territory (Collins & Lea, 1999) discussed in Chapter Four: Grasping AL 

as the solution.           
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5.5 Conflicting conceptions of teacher change 

5.5.1 Scaling-up to change teachers’ beliefs 

The narrative of policy and practice failure and the belief that Accelerated 

Literacy was the solution continued to shape the process of scaling-up AL. For the 

academics and frontline implementers involved in this phase, a consequence of this 

policy and practice failure was deficit thinking; an insidious legacy that continues to 

shape non-Indigenous educators’ practices (Luke et al., 2013). Luke et al. (2013) 

reporting on the evaluation of the Stronger Smarter Learning Communities (SSLC) 

Project—an attempt to scale-up the implementation education reform that focused on 

developing Indigenous leadership, Indigenous identity, school and community 

engagement and high expectations as the pillars of Indigenous education reform—

found that “a significant proportion of teachers surveyed expressed deficit views of 

Indigenous students, families, communities and cultures” (p. 3). Luke et al (2013) 

defined deficit discourses as: 

…those teacher comments that implicate student, home, community or cultural 

‘lack’ where teachers cite these ‘deficits’ as the most important influences on 

Indigenous students’ learning (p. 84). 

Deficit thinking results in low expectations, a belief that poor educational 

outcomes are inevitable, and negatively impacts on student learning and achievement 

(Beresford, Partington & Gower, 2012; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Luke, et al., 

2013; Price, 2012; Rowe et al. 2004; Sarra, 2011). Reformers involved during this 

phase believed that teachers of Indigenous students operated from a deficit 

perspective and that this resulted in low expectations, ineffective student-teacher 

interactions, and this negatively shaped, learning and achievement. 
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Academics and frontline implementers involved in this phase viewed scaling-

up AL as an opportunity to overcome deficit thinking and its consequences of 

educational and socio-economic disadvantage. English literacy education is widely 

seen as a tool to address Indigenous disadvantage and achieve social justice 

(Behrendt, 2012; Ministerial Council for Education, Employment, Training and 

Youth Affairs [MCEETYA], 2006; Purdie, Reid, Frigo & Stone, 2011; Steering 

Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision [SCRGSP], 2014). 

Frontline implementer Felicity described the Accelerated Literacy approach 

as life-changing:  

These are peoples’ lives. It is so important. And to feel that you actually hold, 

perhaps the key to help students become literate, which can change their lives, and 

we have seen lives changed, I mean you know, it can’t be underestimated…It’s 

massive.  

These frontline implementers believed AL worked as they had witnessed its 

effects first hand. Describing an experience when she was teaching Accelerated 

Literacy, frontline implementer Rosy recalled: 

… one girl in particular could only recognise three letters of the English alphabet 

and she’d been at school her whole life…I remember the moment when she looked 

at me across the table and everything just fell into place and clicked, and the whole 

world of text made sense to her, and all of the work that we’d done beforehand 

suddenly fell into place, and this whole sort of energy shift happened with my 

consciousness and I suddenly understood the power of the methodology and from 

that point on became quite devoted to it.    

Rosy described this as though experiencing a miracle; after a lifetime of 

illiteracy Indigenous students were now learning to read.   
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To ameliorate deficit thinking and disadvantage, these academics and 

frontline implementers believed that they needed to change teachers’ beliefs about 

Indigenous students’ capacity to learn English literacy and what they can achieve. 

This view is evident in multiple publications authored by the developers (e.g. 

Cowey, 2005; Gray, Cowey, McGrath and Axford, 2003; Gray, 2006; Gray & 

Cowey, 2005b; Gray, 2007). One document produced by NALP stated that the 

developers had a history “training teachers in cutting edge teaching strategies that 

challenge fundamental beliefs and attitudes in education” (NALP, October, 2005).  

Because these academics and frontline implementers believed in the power of 

Accelerated Literacy they wanted others to believe. Explaining her passion to make a 

difference to Indigenous children’s lives, frontline implementer Ida said: 

… when you’re seeing real literacy happening in classrooms and high level 

discussions around books occurring in classrooms that were previously so 

desperately illiterate it’s an awe inspiring thing, it changes not just the minds of the 

people that you’re working with, and the changes your own life too…when you see 

the difference literacy can make to people’s lives it makes you passionate about 

being able to do that…and I think that because the …AL programme…can have 

such rapid growth and make such a big difference that is the reason why people are 

so passionate about it.  

Project manager Sharon also observed this and described the frontline 

implementers involved during this phase as “true believers” with “…a real passion 

that they thought this was going to make a real difference”.  

Thus, the goal of these believers was to “change teachers’ mindsets”. 

Believing these are clever kids; believing these kids can learn; believing it is 
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possible to get these kids through; and showing you can teach these kids…were the 

phrases that typified these views.  

Frontline implementer Gina told of how the developers gave “potent 

messages” about Indigenous students achieving and believed, “there isn’t a child I 

can’t teach”. The term “potent messages” suggests having power, influence or effect. 

Indeed, as in the previous phase, the struggle for the hearts and minds of teachers 

revolved heavily on demonstration of the validity of the theory underpinning 

Accelerated Literacy and its manifestation in teaching practices by the “true 

believers”.  

Academics and frontline implementers conceived scaling-up as an intensive 

process of changing teachers’ beliefs about how Indigenous students learn English 

literacy. For them, teacher change could only occur through a deep understanding of 

the theory. This was achieved through an intensive process that required ongoing in-

school demonstration and coaching provided by expert academics and frontline 

implementers. This is evident in NALP project framework (NALP, June, 2005) 

which stated:    

… the AL program requires teachers to shift fundamentally most of the assumptions 

they currently hold about learning expectations, teaching processes, 

language/literacy development goals for Indigenous students…A complex process 

is involved in the personal shift required of teachers to employ AL methodology 

and reframe their classroom teaching strategies and approaches (p. 9). 

For these reformers, achieving this fundamental shift in thinking and in turn 

practice, required teachers to understand the theory underpinning the Accelerated 
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Literacy teaching sequence strategies. This was exemplified by Cowey (2005) who 

stated: 

The NALP teaching sequence is far more than a series of activity steps that 

teachers, naive to the teaching and learning processes involved, can lead students 

through... As a consequence of the dependence of the NALP teaching sequence 

upon theoretical understandings that differ significantly from those underlying 

current conventional practice, the pedagogy will be effective to the extent that 

teachers are able to achieve the application of these alternative fundamental 

principles in their day-to-day work with their students (p. 33).  

Along these lines, Timperley et al. (2007) argued that professional learning is 

more effective when theory and practice are linked. Teachers need the opportunity to 

engage in an iterative and collaborative learning process that involves understanding 

new theories, putting these into practice and observing changes in student 

achievement (Timperley et al., 2007). 

It took a long time to change teacher’s beliefs, and in turn, practices. 

Frontline implementer Ellen reported “…a lag time of 18 months to 2 years before 

program outcomes are achieved due to the time needed to train teachers” (NALP, 

August 2005). Similarly, the NALP project framework (June, 2005) stated:  

Teachers need to be supported and trained through an intensive learning phase. The 

Professional Learning Team provides this concentrated support to the teachers in 

AL schools for two years, spending two weeks of every term in each school, 

working directly with teachers to build their teaching practice (p. 9).   

The view that teachers’ beliefs need to be challenged is also supported by 

Timperley et al. (2007) who found that teacher beliefs about students' capacity to 

learn impacted on teacher expectations, curriculum goals, teacher-student 
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relationships and student outcomes. When teachers’ beliefs and discourses were 

challenged, particularly in the face of evidence of student progress, they changed 

their beliefs about students’ capacity to achieve. In turn, this improved student 

participation, engagement and achievement (Timperley et al., 2007).  

Similarly, research undertaken in Australia by Hammond (2012) in the 

context of second language learning found that “an emphasis on high intellectual 

challenge resulted in teachers becoming more conscious of the needs and capabilities 

of their EAL students” (p, 227). Like Timperley et al. (2007), Hammond (2012) 

reported that as teachers’ expectations of what these students were able to achieve 

rose, their EAL students’ educational achievement also rose (p. 227).  

During the Northern Territory Scaffolding Literacy Pilot the academics and 

frontline implementers had harnessed this model of deep teacher change with 

success and continued this in the shift to scale. However, the academics and frontline 

implementers didn’t acknowledge the research calling for high expectations in an 

EAL/D context and continued to position EAL/D teachers as having low 

expectations of Indigenous students and therefore were perpetuating deficit thinking.   

During this phase, the hope and excitement evident during the previous phase 

grasping AL as a solution prevailed in schools, and school leaders and teachers were 

eager to participate. A document produced by NALP stated that a “transparent 

selection process is underway to select 10 new schools to participate in the program” 

from 24 schools that had registered for information sessions (NALP, May, 2004). In 

order for schools to be selected they needed to “demonstrate a commitment to 

improving student outcomes through a planned approach to teaching literacy and 



CHAPTER 5: SCALING-UP A PILOT PROJECT (2004) 

186 

 

targeting outcomes for Indigenous students”. To demonstrate this, schools needed to 

address selection criteria outlined in an information and application package. 

Bureaucrats in the Department of Education were responsible for selecting schools. 

It was anticipated that “successful schools” would commence professional learning 

toward the end of 2004.  

Word spread amongst teachers of Indigenous students about the success of 

Accelerated Literacy and this generated a groundswell of buy-in. Many teachers and 

school leaders embraced Accelerated Literacy as they believed it offered them a way 

to improve Indigenous students’ English literacy achievement. During this phase 

there was great demand from schools and teachers for professional learning. 

Frontline implementers described teachers crying out for it and schools vying to get 

in.  

5.5.2 Managing widespread change  

According to the authors of the following NALP document, the role of the 

project manager was to lead and coordinate implementation and evaluation and in 

particular to: 

[Project manager]…lead the process of ongoing evaluation and agile adaptation as 

NALP is moved from cottage industry to full-system status. The large scale and 

dynamic development requirements of the project requires a Project Manager…to 

coordinate the work and outputs of highly skilled independent researchers and 

program designers and to ensure the many components of the project meet the 

agreed upon outcomes (NALP, August, 2004).   
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The following excerpt suggests that the intention was for the project manager 

to play a key role in leading the adaptive and agile process and facilitating a 

collaborative approach: 

The Project Manager will confer with the Director of the School of Social and 

Policy Research on the progress of the Project and maintain high-level liaison with 

the Department of Employment, Education and Training (DEET) management team 

to ensure that agreed upon targets and outcomes are met and that lessons learnt from 

project are fed back into ongoing planning and policy development processes 

(NALP, August 2004).   

This suggests that the project manager was the linchpin within CDU and 

between CDU and the Department of Education in relation to implementation, 

evaluation, research and monitoring and this would be achieved through a top-down 

and bottom-up approach. But as the following section demonstrates, project 

managers involved during this phase had different goals for, and conceptions of, 

scaling-up.  

Project managers involved in managing widespread change conceived 

scaling-up as a top-down process to be managed. Their goal was to achieve the 

project deliverables—including training 700 teachers—on time and within the 

budget. For these reformers, widespread change required teachers to adopt and 

replicate a codified program. Project manager Sharon explained:  

…being a project manager, there’s three things you have to control: time, cost and 

quality. How are we going to get this out in the timeframe that we need to get it out 

in the budget that we’ve got allocated and to the quality that you want?  
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However, for project manager Sharon, the concept of project management 

was foreign to the academics and frontline implementers. Sharon recalled: 

I remember the first meeting quite clearly and I felt like I was talking triple Dutch 

not double Dutch, trying to get this project management sort of method over the top 

of it, and… the team [of developers and frontline implementers] were a bit ‘Oh, 

project management, we don’t do that, we do teaching.  

Sharon’s comments indicate that she was attempting to steer the bottom-up 

approach adopted by the academics and frontline implementers to align with her 

conception of a project management approach to scale-up. But Sharon believed that 

she had a problem on her hands because the developers and frontline implementers 

didn’t understand project management.  

Project manager Jan shared a similar view of project management to Sharon 

and stated:  

… project management…essentially comes from IT or engineering that large scale 

projects…just like building a building you start small, you’ve got to plan and then 

you build a building from there. Well that’s essentially what you need to do in large 

scale projects but that was constrained because education didn’t understand what 

project management was…  

As with Sharon, Jan believed that a top-down managed approach was needed 

to achieve widespread change but this was problematic as the developers and 

frontline implementers were scaling-up using a bottom-up approach. 

For project manager Jan, this impasse came about due to a lack of planning 

and systemic leadership for scaling-up AL. Jan recalled: 
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…so there wasn’t ever a very clear implementation plan which was what [project 

manager] tried to implement. “This is how we’re going to implement it in schools.”  

There was an attempt to put structure but then it was flimsy because there was 

nobody ever there to say, “No, this is the way that it’s going to be.” So there was a 

lot of time and effort put in to giving individual schools the support, working out 

what they needed rather than this is the project and this is how the project needs to 

be implemented…It should have been that this is a program we’re implementing as 

a system-wide approach and this is the way you’re going to implement it…someone 

more senior saying, “This is the way it’s going to be. Conform to the way that it’s 

going to be”  

Jan’s comments suggest that the frontline implementers were behaving in a 

manner that was at odds with the standard process of scaling-up and that a project 

plan was needed to overcome this. However, from Jan’s perspective, the influence of 

the project managers was limited because there were no consequences for academics 

and frontline implementers who weren’t complying. This raises questions about who 

was responsible for planning and managing the implementation. This is explored 

further in Chapter Six: Faltering implementation.    

These different conceptions of scaling-up were predicted by NALP 

(November, 2004) in the sub-process aspirations for system-wide change and 

suggest that calls for adaptive and agile implementation processes failed to eventuate 

during this phase. In the absence of an implementation plan and the ambiguity of 

authority and responsibility this is not surprising. Consequently the conflicting 

conceptions of teacher change evidenced by project managers and frontline 

implementers with vastly different goals were not resolved.     
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But it wasn’t just the project managers and frontline implementers that had 

conflicting conceptions. Some reformers also recalled that academics and 

bureaucrats had conflicting conceptions of teacher change that were shaped by 

different goals. Project manager Belinda, discussing academics at Charles Darwin 

University and bureaucrats in the Department of Education recalled:     

…the thing that the researchers and the university were keen on was ‘How do we 

maintain the integrity of the programme and how do we measure the quality of it,’ 

and my sense was that the Education Department was far more pushed by ‘Yes we 

need to keep the integrity but we need to get x number of teachers trained’… the 

Education Department weren’t interested in research really, they were interested in 

their metrics and evaluation which was not entirely their fault, you know, driven by 

federal funding requirements and so on…So for me…the university’s goals with it 

being situated within a research school – became completely incongruous 

with…what [the Education Department] wanted out of it. 

But as project manager Belinda explained, “…to get the numbers up, you 

needed to forego the quality and integrity.”    

Similarly, bureaucrat Calotina observed conflicting goals of accountability 

and quality. She explained:  

So we were in a paradigm, it just was a clash. You know, with an accountability 

paradigm coming from one end and a capacity building – and I really understood 

what that part was about too. All it was, is the two things weren’t compatible.   

Likewise, bureaucrat Anthony stated that the academics wanted “a fully 

developed theoretical framework which would lead to a change of practice” whereas 

the bureaucrats wanted a pragmatic approach that would lead to rapid and 

widespread change. Like project managers Sharon and Jan, Anthony positioned the 
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developers and frontline implementers as disrupting the shift to scale because they 

wouldn’t conform to what the bureaucracy wanted:  

[name of originator] in particular was relatively reluctant to support the kinds of 

changes to make it more efficient and make it more whole system and ah quicker 

and cheaper and smarter and all the things that systems have to do, I mean, I 

understand why…because [name’s] an academic, essentially – what [name] wants 

is the sort of gold model but the system wanted something they could do which 

teachers could grab onto and would affect practice.   

For project manager Sharon, codifying Accelerated Literacy meant providing 

teachers with material resources that demonstrated the practices at each stage of the 

Accelerated Literacy teaching sequence so that the practices could be reproduced in 

any context. But like bureaucrat Anthony, Sharon found the process of codifying AL 

problematic because the developers viewed scaling-up AL as an evolving research 

based teaching method not a sequence of practices that could be implemented, 

devoid of theory. This made it difficult to scale-up and measure impact. Sharon 

explained:  

I met with the [developers] and I tried to work with them to get this project plan, 

‘How are we going to make this translate from your head into stuff on the ground?’ 

and that was really incredibly difficult because they are academic and even though 

they were teachers or they were hands on people, getting them to relinquish that sort 

of pure control [of the teaching method] into something that could be replicated 

again and again and again with measureable outcomes and, it wasn’t just this pure 

piece of research, it now became something that was objective and on paper and 

could be measured. That was quite difficult.  
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And like bureaucrat Anthony, project manager Sharon believed that a 

research based approach slowed the progress of scaling-up AL. As established 

previously, project manager Sharon conceived scaling-up as a top-down process of 

replication, made difficult because the material resources to support implementation 

had not been developed. Sharon described it this way:       

When the project started we wanted to…turn it into reproducible methodology and 

get teachers on the ground scaled up…if we’d got that material out well in 

advance…that should have been our first thing…had we had the start with “The 

book,” the defining, “This is the outputs, this is how we do it,”…I think had we had 

all the guides, if we’d had the book then it was a really simple scale-up…DET 

could have said, ‘Right, we’re going to do this, this, this and this,’ the materials are 

there, there wasn’t any complicated project.  

In the following excerpt, project manager Sharon, lamenting the slow pace of 

implementation explained that in her mind, the delay in “scaling-up teachers” was 

because AL hadn’t been articulated for “third parties”. Sharon recalled:    

But unfortunately we were coming along and going, ‘I can give you results on a one 

on one basis,’ because it was reliant on [name] and [name] going out, doing the 

teaching, coming back, going out doing the teaching, coming back, instead of us 

having a systematic reproducible methodology that could be implemented even if 

[developers] disappeared and went off and lived the rest of their lives in the 

Caribbean…  

Thus, during this phase, there were few material resources and a heavy 

reliance on the developers and frontline implementers.  
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Frontline implementer Zoe recalled:    

…I suppose it was still a project because it was very much growing and getting to 

an end point…to establish it as a systemic program. But we saw an issue… what we 

were doing at that stage it wasn’t a program because we didn’t have anything. We 

didn’t have courses, we didn’t have resource books. We didn’t have – we still only 

had… a few highly skilled people... 

Likewise, frontline implementer Ida said:  

…the resources just weren’t there. At that time they didn’t have all text notes, there 

was a big rush to push through text notes and stuff, they [CDU] didn’t have the 

capacity…to implement the professional learning as well as they should. 

Frontline implementer Beth stated: “…they were sort of putting this program 

in schools when they hadn’t really kind of developed very tightly”.  

For these reformers, instead of implementing a codified program that was 

supported by material resources, they were implementing a vaguely defined pilot 

program. The qualities of teaching required were in effect still in development, so 

that the managerial focus on metrics of scale was accompanied by doubt as to 

whether AL was at the time ready to go to scale, or even whether, by its nature, it 

could be taken to scale at all.  

5.5.3 Realising it is not ready to be scaled-up  

It was not until problems emerged that the reformers realised that AL wasn’t 

ready to be scaled-up. The following excerpt from the perspective of bureaucrat Uma 

provides an example of this:  

…and what we then faced was oh my God, so much of this program needs to be 

done from scratch. They haven’t codified their process, they don’t know how to 
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articulate it for third party people, there are no training manuals, it’s all headwear 

and we are not at any point in which you could just take this stuff and start to put it 

in place and expand it. We have to go back a few steps and actually create the 

materials from scratch because this doesn’t exist…   

Here there is an element of surprise that Accelerated Literacy isn’t ready to 

be scaled up. And there is a sense that “they” (e.g. the developers and frontline 

implementers) would have and should have had the resources ready for scaling-up 

and as though it is somehow “their” responsibility.  

Interestingly, bureaucrat Anthony expressed a view that the developers didn’t 

understand how to scale-up and therefore didn’t understand the importance of 

codifying the program and developing materials to support implementation. Anthony 

explained: 

I don’t think [developers] ever had a real understanding of what was involved in 

implementing this at a system level… it wasn’t in a state to be scalable.  

This fits in with the view of the developers and frontline implementers put 

forward during the sub-process aspirations for system-wide change and also in the 

previous section managing widespread change that positioned some reformers as 

being unfamiliar with project management principles and that was why they found 

themselves scaling-up a pilot project.  

But as many other reformers noted, including bureaucrat Uma, there was 

little time between the pilot and scaling-up to prepare and plan. Some reformers put 

this down to the political imperative for rapid change.  

Bureaucrat Anthony recalled that the planning stage had been missed:   



CHAPTER 5: SCALING-UP A PILOT PROJECT (2004) 

195 

 

They signed up for a project where that work hadn’t already been done and where 

therefore the practice wasn’t thoroughly um established and so they were building it 

as they flew it…nobody had done the planning, and thinking and resourcing to 

make sure…the whole systems change process could actually happen.  

Other reformers simply assumed that Accelerated Literacy had been codified 

and resources had been developed because of its long history of pilot 

implementation. Consequently, the reformers were implementing an innovation that 

hadn’t been clearly defined and they didn’t have a shared implementation plan or 

goals.  

Bureaucrat Anthony also pointed to the view of other reformers involved 

during this phase. That is, that reformers involved in the phase grasping AL as the 

solution viewed scaling-up AL as an unprecedented—and fleeting—opportunity to 

solve the problem of English literacy education for Indigenous students learning 

EAL/D. This resulted in hasty decision making. Anthony explained:    

it was a pilot and it was a terrific and interesting and valuable and exciting pilot but 

it was just whipped into full system implementation because people on every side, 

partly because there were so many players, because DEST and the Department and, 

er the Northern Territory department, and [name of academics] all had an interest in 

seeing it run and so they were, they were all kind of blind to the reality…everyone 

was um fooled by a set of things that were driving them… As it happened 

everyone’s blindness conspired to produce an unsatisfactory administrative 

result…out of the best intentions. Everyone wanted to solve the problem…yeah and 

under the pressure of that opportunity, people didn’t dot the i’s and cross the t’s.  
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 This suggests that for Anthony, scaling-up a pilot project was a result of a 

combination of haste and a lack of shared understanding that lead to reformers 

skipping the planning phase. Anthony recalled:      

You know, what they were implementing was a pilot project on a whole system 

basis um which is, is in hindsight it was crazy. If they’d spent another year getting 

the program right and doing the detailed work and…if they’d done that first then I 

think the roll out would have been a lot easier, but they didn’t.   

Anthony traced the fast paced shift from pilot implementation to scaling-up 

AL to the ambitious metrics in the phase grasping AL as the solution and the sub-

process deciding to scale-up where bureaucrats agreed to risky metrics “…cause to 

get this thing off the ground and you had to be ambitious.” 

Rosy, a frontline implementer involved in the pilot implementation also 

believed that more time was needed between the pilot and its implementation at 

scale. For her it was important to reflect on the pilot implementation—and learn 

from that process—before launching into system-wide implementation. Rosy said:  

There was something quite bold and powerful about the roll-out but maybe just on 

reflection, the middle step that could have been taken before that…was to – maybe 

if we’d just even taken a month as a team before we started to go out into the 

schools and maybe analyse some of the problems we’d had…but if we had it would 

have been – we would have been the stronger and the wiser for it. So perhaps just a 

period of honest deconstruction and analysis in a way that was to say, look, before 

we take this plunge, let’s just take some time out where we don’t visit any schools 

and we just workshop all of the stuff that we’ve done… 

This adds weight to the view that the shift from pilot to scale-up was fast-

paced and that a consequence of this was a missed opportunity to harness what they 
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had learnt during the pilot implementation and apply this to scale-up. Rosie’s 

comments also suggest that although she believed that a middle step would have 

been beneficial, the metric driven nature of implementation meant that there was no 

time to do the necessary collaborative and preparatory work required prior to 

scaling-up AL.   

Taken together, this all suggests that a lack of shared understanding of 

scaling-up; assumptions that AL was ready to scale-up; and the rush to scale-up to 

achieve political and ideological imperatives to solve the ‘crisis’ of Indigenous 

education in remote Northern Territory schools led to scaling-up AL before it was 

ready.  

5.6 Conclusion  

The sub-process scaling-up in an era of accountability established the 

political desire for evidence-based research to guide English literacy policy and 

practice for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students alike. Issues in the literature 

were highlighted including debates about what counts as evidence and the relevance 

of evidence-based research conducted from studies of first language learning for 

Indigenous students learning English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect 

(EAL/D). While definitions of Accelerated Literacy remained the same, in the shift 

to scaling-up target students expanded to include students of all ages and a focus on 

students who are two years behind benchmark and Indigenous students learning 

EAL/D.  

Scaling-up AL occurred in the context of longstanding and passionate 

debates about the most effective English literacy approach for Indigenous students 
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attending remote Northern Territory schools and learning EAL/D. The sub-process 

literacy camps contesting scale-up showed that these debates continued, particularly 

between proponents of EAL/D and the bureaucrats and frontline implementers in the 

Department of Education charged with scaling-up Accelerated Literacy. To avoid the 

anti-AL sentiment in the Department of Education, scaling-up AL occurred from a 

local school rather than the central offices. Although tasked with transforming the 

system, scaling-up AL was separate in the system. From the perspectives of the 

reformers involved, this contributed to a lack of buy-in in the system.   

In this phase tensions about how to change teachers’ practices were also 

identified. These tensions were manifested in what was at times a gulf between the 

perspectives of the project managers and those of the developers and frontline 

implementers. Plans produced for the National Accelerated Literacy Program by 

Charles Darwin University that outlined a research driven adaptive approach that 

balanced top-down and bottom-up approaches to scale-up were not realised. Instead, 

project managers called for a “simple” top-down approach of linear replication in 

order to achieve the metrics within budget and the timelines. However their attempts 

to put this in place were frustrated because the developers and frontline 

implementers employed bottom-up approaches in order to bring about deep teacher 

change over time. It was not until the end of this phase—after scaling-up AL had 

been underway for around a year—that the academics, bureaucrats and project 

managers involved realised that they were not ready to scale-up.  
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5.6.1 Implementation stages (installation) 

In this final section I compare the findings of the phase grasping Scaffolding 

Literacy as the solution with the second of Fixsen et al.’s (2005) stages of 

implementation: installation. Fixsen et al. (2005) found that during this stage 

effective implementation involves preparing for initial implementation. That is, 

ensuring that resources such as “human, financial, technological, training” are 

available. It also involves developing structural supports including “funding, human 

resource strategies, policy development, referral, reporting frameworks and outcome 

expectations” (p. 16). Further, Fixsen et al. (2005) argued that the installation phase 

“needs to be completed before the first consumer is seen” (p. 16). From the 

perspectives of the reformers involved during this phase, it appears that this wasn’t 

the case. While the findings of this phase suggest that structural supports such as 

planning and reporting frameworks and outcome expectations such as the metrics 

were developed other essential components were not. And implementation was 

occurring at the same time that planning and preparations to scale-up were 

underway. This suggests that the reformers skipped many essential core 

implementation components integral to the installation phase. 
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CHAPTER 6: FALTERING IMPLEMENTATION (2005-

2007)    

6.1 Overview  

The previous phase scaling-up a pilot project established that reformers in 

the Department of Education, English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect 

(EAL/D) camps and Accelerated Literacy camps engaged in a process of contesting 

scaling-up AL. This was a result of dichotomous beliefs about how Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D best learn English literacy. Reformers also had conflicting 

conceptions of teacher change with some calling for widespread replication of 

prescribed practices and others seeking deep teacher change. Finally—for a range of 

reasons—reformers commenced scaling-up at the same time that they were planning 

to scale-up and were therefore not fully prepared. Thus, they were scaling-up a pilot 

project.  

In this chapter I present the phase faltering implementation. Faltering 

implementation explains the process bureaucrats, frontline implementers and project 

managers engaged in as they responded to unanticipated implementation conditions, 

some of which were a consequence of the previous phase scaling-up a pilot project. 

Faltering implementation comprised of four sub-processes: (1) scaling-up in an era 

of evidence-based reform; (2) unanticipated implementation challenges; (3) 

conflicting conceptions of teacher change; and (4) metrics masking implementation 

challenges. The diagram below shows the sub-processes and focused codes that 

comprise the phase faltering implementation. 
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Scaling-up in an era of evidence-based reform establishes the political desire 

for evidence-based research to underpin English literacy policy and practice for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous students alike.  

Unanticipated implementation conditions explain the range of 

implementation conditions and contexts that reformers found themselves in and how 

reformers responded. These conditions included: fast paced metric driven 

implementation; turnover; diminishing communication with Indigenous community 

members about the implementation of Accelerated Literacy; and teachers resisting 

mandated change.  

The sub-process conflicting conceptions of teacher change showed that the 

process of teacher change was shaped by frontline implementers as they responded 

in different ways to faltering implementation and in particular to a perceived loss of 

quality professional learning and integrity to the AL approach. In response, some 

frontline implementers engaged in a process of changing teacher practice through 

replication and fidelity to the teaching sequence strategies however this resulted in 

ritualised teaching practices.  

The final sub-process metrics masking implementation challenges shows that 

the evaluation of scaling-up AL uncovered these implementation challenges. 

However these challenges were masked in the public evaluation report and other 

reports of scaling-up AL that focused on reporting the implementation metrics and in 

particular the student achievement results. At the same time, some reformers called 

for the establishment of a rigorous evidence-base for AL, adding weight to the 

argument that Accelerated Literacy wasn’t evidence-based.  
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6.2 Scaling-up in an era of evidence-based reform 

6.2.1 Overview  

This sub-process scaling-up in an era of evidence-based reform is comprised 

of the following focused codes: evidence-based literacy research, policy and 

practices; English literacy benchmark achievement; and dynamic definitions of AL 

and target students. The initial codes that comprise the sub-processes are included.  

FIGURE 9: SUB-PROCESS - SCALING-UP IN AN ERA OF EVIDENCE-BASED REFORM 
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children and young people in learning” (Ministerial Council for Education, 

Employment, Training and Youth Affairs [MCEETYA], 2006, p. 4). Calls for 

evidence-based literacy practices—and in particular, explicit literacy teaching for 

Indigenous students learning English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect 

(EAL/D)—began to emerge in Australian education policy.   

By now, the National Inquiry into the teaching of literacy (NITL) (Rowe et 

al., 2005) had been completed. The purpose of the NITL was for teaching policies 

and practices to be informed by “rigorous evidence-based research as to what does 

work” especially in relation to the teaching of reading and in particular those 

experiencing reading difficulties (p. 11). Rowe et al. (2005) defined evidence-based 

research as “objective” and this includes research that “(1) employs systematic, 

empirical methods that draw on observation and/or experiment designed to minimise 

threats to validity; (2) relies on sound measurement; (3) involves rigorous data 

analyses and statistical modelling of data that are commensurate with the stated 

research questions; and (4) is subject to expert scientific review” (p. 85).  

To inquire into the teaching of reading in Australian schools Rowe et al. 

(2005) drew on “research, good practice observed in schools, advice from 

submissions to the Inquiry, consultations, or from Committee members’ own 

individual experiences” (p. 11). A total of 453 submissions were received and “the 

Committee also reviewed Australian and international experience, as well as findings 

from the available evidence-based research literature” (p. 4). The review of the 

research literature largely relied “…though not exclusively, on well-designed meta-

analytic syntheses that: (a) partial out methodological artefacts from the effect sizes; 
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and (b) base their analyses on the actual procedures and components of instruction 

used in the studies reviewed (p. v).  

Rowe et al. (2005) found that in the first three years of schooling all students 

learn to read most effectively through the explicit and systematic teaching of 

“alphabetic code breaking skills; an integrated approach to the teaching of reading 

that supports the development of oral language, vocabulary, grammar, reading 

fluency, comprehension and literacies of new technologies” (p. 14). Consequently, 

Rowe et al. (2005) emphasised the importance of teaching of the sub skills of letter-

symbol recognitions, letter-sound rules (phonemic awareness and phonological 

knowledge) as well as whole word recognition and ways to derive meaning from text 

(p. 32). Rowe et al. (2005) argued: 

Evidence for the effective integration of these sub-skills is unequivocal. Indeed, 

there is now a strong body of scientific evidence that children are greatly assisted in 

learning to become proficient readers if their reading tuition is grounded in direct, 

explicit and systematic phonics instruction (p. 31).  

Rowe et al. (2005) concluded that all students learn best through an 

integrated approach to reading that explicitly teaches “phonemic awareness, phonics, 

fluency, vocabulary knowledge and comprehension” (p. 11). 

Explicit instruction generally refers to a range of teaching practices that are 

an important part of a balanced literacy approach, particularly in the early years of 

school. Like Rowe et al. (2005) Louden et al. (2005) defined balanced literacy as a 

“literacy curriculum that is explicitly taught and which includes word and text level 

knowledge and skills, particularly phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, 

comprehension and oral language in addition to varied classroom practice leads to 
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improved literacy outcomes” (p. 2). Teachers of balanced literacy combine the 

explicit teaching of skills with broader classroom practices to meet diverse learner 

needs (Louden et al., 2005). In relation to teaching reading, balanced approaches 

enable children to develop automatic decoding skills, read fluently and read for 

meaning and comprehension (Nicholson, 1984; Pressley, 2006; Rowe et al., 2005).  

Positioning Indigenous EAL/D learners as disadvantaged   

Australian Directions in Indigenous Education 2005-2008 Strategy (the 

Strategy) (MCEETYA, 2006) referred to the National Inquiry into the Teaching of 

Literacy (NITL) conducted by Rowe et al. (2005) to argue that teachers and parents 

need to work together to provide programs that “build on the language and literacy 

that children learn in their homes and communities’ (p. 19). But how this would 

support English literacy development for Indigenous students learning EAL/D was 

not discussed. Indeed, throughout the NITL there was only one reference to students 

learning EAL/D and they were defined as “non-English learners” and positioned as 

disadvantaged:    

… for children from disadvantaged backgrounds who often do not have rich 

phonological knowledge and phonemic awareness upon which to base new 

learning, being taught under constructivist modes has the effect of compounding 

their disadvantage once they begin school (Munro, 1998, 1999, 2000a). This is 

particularly the case for children from non-English speaking backgrounds including 

Indigenous children, where English may be their second or third language (pp. 12-

13).     

As discussed in Chapter Three: Indigenous education, a history of failure? 

Indigenous students living in remote areas of the Northern Territory experience high 
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rates of socio-economic and educational disadvantage and most are from non-

English backgrounds. However, when the two are conflated Indigenous students’ 

second language learning needs are masked and students are viewed from a deficit 

perspective. Even the term “non-English” has a negative implication. What is more, 

the only other references to Indigenous students in the review were in relation to 

poor English literacy achievement. The language learning needs of Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D were not addressed. Positioning Indigenous EAL/D 

learners as disadvantaged also fed the narrative of student deficit.    

In the area of quality teaching the Strategy (MCEETYA, 2006) included a 

recommendation for the provision of pre-service and in-service professional learning 

to “…enable teachers to explicitly teach literacy to Indigenous students, including 

those for whom standard Australian English is a second language or dialect” (p. 26). 

But what was meant by this was not articulated. The MCEETYA (2006) stated that 

the recommendation was derived from “evidence-based research” and the 

recommendation for explicit teaching of literacy for students learning EAL/D to the 

Western Australian Aboriginal Child Health Survey: Improving the Educational 

Experiences of Aboriginal Children and Young People (Zubrick et al., 2006). The 

MCEETYA (2006) stated:  

It [the Survey] attests to the critical importance of explicitly teaching standard 

Australian English to Indigenous children who are learning or dialect (p. 19).   

However, upon closer examination it becomes evident that Zubrick et al. 

(2005) didn’t make the recommendation for explicit teaching of literacy in the 

context of learning EAL/D, and it wasn’t derived from evidence about learning a 

second language. The objective of the survey conducted by Zubrick et al. (2006) was 
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to “identify the developmental and environmental factors that enable competency 

and resiliency in Aboriginal children and young people aged 0-17 years” (p. 15). The 

study was designed to provide “an epidemiological knowledge base of the health, 

wellbeing and schooling of Western Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

children” (p. 15). The evidence-based recommendation to explicitly teach literacy to 

Indigenous students learning EAL/D arose from the findings that related to factors 

that influence academic performance of Aboriginal students (Zubrick et al., 2006). 

Specifically:       

School performances are poorer when the student has poor English language 

competency, in the presence of a speech difficulty, and/or the presence of a 

functional limitation (e.g. a severe disability). (pp. 332-333).  

To address these factors, Zubrick et al. (2006) called for speech and language 

enrichment programmes and argued:   

Earlier findings from the WAACHS documented the prevalence of middle ear 

disease in Aboriginal children. Continued prevention and treatment of middle ear 

disease is essential. However, current findings also show that speech and language 

problems make a significant contribution to poor school performance. Early 

language enrichment, and specifically explicit language teaching of Standard 

Australian English features, is an important pathway for improving educational 

performance (pp. 332-333). 

Recommendations included substantial direction within the education system 

to target: 

(1) explicit teaching of Standard Australian English language features throughout 

all years at school; and 
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(2) strategies to identify and manage Aboriginal children who have speech and 

language impairments that interfere with learning (Zubrick et al., 2006, p. 10) 

Early language enrichment is an early intervention and remediation program 

usually for children aged birth to five and deemed at risk due to an impairment or 

disability. Early language enrichment is not derived from theories of learning 

EAL/D. This suggests that policy makers have different interpretations of what 

counts as evidence-based research for teaching English literacy to Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D. Further, focusing on research of first language acquisition 

to develop an evidence-base masks the second language learning needs of 

Indigenous students learning EAL/D. Instead, EAL/D language learning needs are 

conflated with those of disabled or developmentally delayed children and in 

particular, Indigenous students with a high prevalence of Otitis Media.  

This all suggests that the evidence-base informing English literacy policy for 

Indigenous students learning EAL/D was not derived from research conducted with 

second language learners. Instead, it was informed by research into how first 

language learners, disadvantaged first language learners, and Indigenous learners 

deemed at risk of speech and language impairment due to a disability.       

Evidence-based core intervention components  

Evidence-based practices and programs are vital to the effective 

implementation of English literacy reform. Implementation scientists Fixsen et al. 

(2005) defined evidence-based practices and programs the following way:   

Evidence-based practices are skills, techniques, and strategies that can be used by a 

practitioner. Evidence based programs consist of collections of practices that are 

done within known parameters…represent a way to translate the conceptual, goal-
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oriented needs of program funders and agency directors into the specific methods 

necessary for effective treatment, management or quality control (p. 26).  

These authors asserted that “Understanding the principles that underpin core 

intervention components enables an iterative implementation process where core 

components are refined over time” (2005, p. 4). Fixsen et al. (2005) argued that 

evidence-based practices and programs are inter-connected and therefore share 

“similar requirements for successful implementation” (p. 26).  

The goal of implementation science is for practitioners to adopt evidence-

based practices or programs with “high-fidelity” (Fixsen et al., 2005, p. 28). 

Implementation fidelity is defined as the “degree to which an intervention is 

delivered as intended and is critical to successful translation of evidence-based 

interventions into practice” (Breitenstein, Gross, Garvey, Hill, Fogg and Resnick, 

2012, p. 164). That is, whether the intervention is implemented as intended. High 

fidelity was a goal for many reformers during this phase. However it is clear from 

the previous phases that the practices underpinning Accelerated Literacy methods 

weren’t evidence-based and therefore not implemented with fidelity.   

6.2.3 English literacy benchmark achievement  

Political urgency for change  

The political urgency to improve the English literacy achievement of 

Indigenous students attending remote Northern Territory schools was heightened 

during this phase. In 2006 the MCEETYA disaggregated the national benchmark 

results according to Indigenous status and geo-location and highlighted a link 

between geo-location and student achievement. The MCEETYA (2006) reported, 
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“…students in very remote regions achieved the benchmarks at significantly lower 

rates than other students in all year levels in reading, writing and numeracy…” (p. 

28). In response, the Australian government continued to emphasise the need for 

urgent change and stated:  

The educational outcomes of Indigenous Australians have improved over recent 

decades…Despite gains, there is growing frustration amongst governments, 

educators and Indigenous leaders that progress has been slow and 

incremental…(MCEETYA, 2006, p. 4). 

The MCEETYA (2006) went on to state, “there is…an urgent need to 

challenge the prevailing view that disparity in the educational outcomes of 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous students is ‘normal’ and that incremental gains are 

acceptable” (p. 4).  

It is against this policy and research backdrop of educational accountability, 

diverse conceptions of evidence-based literacy practices, a view that Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D are disadvantaged, and an urgent need to improve the 

English literacy achievement of Indigenous students attending remote Northern 

Territory schools that this phase faltering implementation occurred.  

6.2.4 Dynamic definitions of AL and target students 

System-wide whole school approach   

The Northern Territory Department of Education, Employment and Training 

(NTDEET) stated that Accelerated Literacy “aims to improve literacy levels for all 

students who are currently not achieving national benchmarks” (Department of 

Employment Education and Training [DEET], 2005, p. 77). Gray and Cowey 
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(2005b) defined AL as “suitable for all learners, it is especially appropriate for those 

who have failed to make the appropriate literacy gains in school and those who are in 

danger of falling behind” (p. ii).The National Accelerated Literacy Program (NALP) 

project framework (June, 2005) described implementation as a “concerted attempt to 

transform specialist pedagogy…into a sustainable and effective system-wide method 

of teaching” (p. 2). To achieve this AL was to be “integrated as a mainstream 

teaching methodology” in a range of educational settings as a whole school approach 

(NALP, January, 2005). These definitions of Accelerated Literacy and target 

students were similar to those of the previous phase.  

Early years  

With the shift to scale-up and the definition of target student broadening to 

encompass students in the early years of school—and the increasing policy focus on 

the explicit teaching of evidence-based literacy practices—questions emerged from 

frontline implementers about the relevance of Accelerated Literacy in the early 

years. Of particular concern was a perceived lack of guidance about the explicit and 

systematic development of phonological knowledge and phonemic awareness in the 

Accelerated Literacy teaching sequence.  

For example, frontline implementer Belinda said that there was no clear 

guidance for teachers regarding how to include the “building blocks” of 

“phonological awareness, letter/sound recognition…in the teaching sequence”. To 

make this point, Belinda recalled:  

I remember going a school one day and the teacher saying to me, I said, “You have 

to teach the student the name of the letter and the sound it makes. And she said, 

“Oh, I was told I wasn’t allowed to do that.” And I said, “Well how are you going 
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to teach the kids to read and write if you don’t teach them that’s the letter A and in 

that particular word, “cat” it says “a”?”  And she said, “Oh, well I was told I’m not 

allowed to teach phonics.”  

  On the other hand, academic Gina stated that “good teachers teach phonics”. 

Although frontline implementer Belinda agreed that effective teachers did include 

the teaching of phonological knowledge in the early years, she questioned whether 

every teacher could do this given that this wasn’t made explicit in the Accelerated 

Literacy teaching sequence strategies. Describing how an effective teacher did this 

Belinda stated: 

…but because she understood the concept of the program she was able to do some 

really important early work in sound symbol understandings, relating to the text and 

then scaffold the kids into reading the text that was being taught…So because she 

was a naturally gifted teacher she saw the benefits of using a scaffold approach but 

integrating the early sort of stages of teaching sound symbol understanding.  But 

that didn’t come from the program, it came from a lot of her just generally 

giftedness as a teacher.  

Thus, it appears that there were contradictions between “not being allowed” 

to supplement AL lessons with phonological awareness and other early years 

practices and being a “good teacher that teaches phonics” and consequently expected 

to do so without explicit guidance. These issues are further explored in the sub-

process tensions between fidelity and adaptation.  

To address the confusion around the explicit teaching of phonological 

knowledge in Accelerated Literacy the National Accelerated Literacy Program 

(NALP, June, 2007) included the question “are phonics taught in AL?” in a list of 

frequently asked questions. The response was: 
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Phonics is an integral part of teaching AL to students, particularly in the early years. 

It is important that sound/symbol correlation is taught in the lesson without losing 

the ‘meaning’ of the text you are teaching. Letter formation, including the name and 

sound of the letter, is consolidated during the Spelling part of the teaching 

sequence. The teaching and integration of phonic understandings should occur 

throughout the day. Students’ ability to state the sound and name of initial sounds 

must be carefully assessed and monitored (n.p.).  

 Even so, the strategies for teaching phonological awareness within the 

Accelerated Literacy teaching sequence were not made explicit. Furthermore, the 

teaching of phonological awareness was one of many recommendations put forward 

in the NITL (Rowe et al., 2005) in relation to teaching English literacy in the first 

three years of schooling (and beyond for some students). How these 

recommendations were incorporated explicitly and systematically in the Accelerated 

Literacy teaching sequence strategies was not clear in any of the documents I have 

seen.  

 One explanation is that Accelerated Literacy was initially developed for 

students in year 4 and above who could decode, but hadn’t learnt to read at an age 

appropriate level. In the rush to scale-up the implications of expanding Accelerated 

Literacy to a whole school approach weren’t considered and consequently, efforts to 

address this were ad hoc.  

 During this phase academics were also concerned about the place of 

Accelerated Literacy in the early years. In December 2007, Charles Darwin 

University (CDU) engaged an early years’ literacy expert to conduct observations in 

transition and year 1 classrooms in three urban schools and one remote school 
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described as successful, and talked to teachers about their views of Accelerated 

Literacy and other strategies they used.  

 The author noted that it was the end of the school year “when it was expected 

that many of the students would be reading independently” however reported that 

students were unable to: 

 match sound to print;  

 decode unknown words; 

 transfer their knowledge of  AL books to other texts; and 

 read independently (CDU, 2007a, p. 1).  

 Even so, the literacy expert reported “some positive outcomes were evident 

in all classrooms” including:  learning important things about how texts work; how 

authors create meaning; and “using extended oral language found in the texts to 

discuss the texts” (CDU, 2007a, p. 1)  

It was also reported that the most effective teachers were not only effective 

teachers of Accelerated Literacy but also “experienced early years teachers who 

made excellent use of their early years’ knowledge and pedagogy to supplement the 

accelerated literacy teaching” (CDU, 2007a, p. 1). Specifically, these teachers 

supplemented Accelerated Literacy lessons “with more or less one extra hour of 

literacy teaching per day” because: 

They found that the students were having difficulty with: one-to-one 

correspondence of print, decoding unknown words, learning to recognise sight 

words, reading independently and transferring their understandings about texts so 

that they could use this information to answer comprehension questions of non-AL 

texts (CDU, 2007a, p. 1).      
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 During this additional literacy time students participated in two or three 

“hands-on, concrete activities that were used with small groups and/or individuals” 

(CDU, 2007a, p. 2). These activities were found to “provide students with 

.opportunities to practise all of the required skills needed by young learners to 

become an effective reader: alphabetic knowledge; phonological knowledge, word 

identification skills, vocabulary knowledge; phonological knowledge, word 

identification skills, vocabulary knowledge, reading fluency and comprehension” 

recommended by Rowe et al. (2005) (CDU, 2007a, p. 2).  

Of particular concern to the literacy expert who authored this study was a 

“lack of clear understandings about phonological awareness shown by most 

teachers” and cited Snow, Burns & Griffin’s influential study Preventing reading 

difficulties in young children to highlight the importance of phonological awareness 

“as a necessary but not sufficient condition for learning to read” to make the point 

that without this “it is difficult for children to learn to map letters to sounds” (CDU, 

2007c, p. 3 citing Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998, p. 265).  

Specifically, the literacy expert highlighted the importance of developing 

phonological awareness in Northern Territory classrooms where Indigenous students 

experience a “high incidence of Otitis Media” as this impacts on their ability to hear 

sounds in language including phonemes and rhymes required to develop 

phonological knowledge and individual sounds in words to develop phonemic 

awareness, and the impact this can have on developing students (CDU, 2007c, p. 4).  

Recommendations included implementing an “effective, well researched, 

data driven developmental phonological awareness program in pre-schools in the 
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Northern Territory” but highlighted the challenges conducting a controlled 

experimental design due to the difficulties “finding matched groups of students 

without providing hearing assessments for all of the children in both groups” (CDU, 

2007c, p. 6).     

Thus, in these classrooms, it appears that it was only when teachers 

supplemented their Accelerated Literacy lessons that the recommendations from 

longstanding research into how children learn English literacy in the early years 

(Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998) and the NITL (Rowe et al., 2005) were evident. This 

suggests, at least during this phase, that teachers who followed the Accelerated 

Literacy teaching sequence alone were unlikely to be teaching these essential—and 

evidence-based—literacy understandings and skills.   

6.3 Unanticipated implementation conditions   

6.3.1 Overview  

This sub-process unanticipated implementation conditions is comprised of 

the following focused codes: geography, metrics and pace; losing program integrity 

to achieve project deliverables; diminishing support; and teachers resisting mandated 

change. The initial codes that comprise the sub-processes are included.  
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FIGURE 10: SUB-PROCESS - UNANTICIPATED IMPLEMENTATION CONDITIONS 

 

6.3.2 Geography, metrics and pace   

The Northern Territory has a unique geographic profile. It is the third largest 

area in Australia—after Western Australia and Queensland—and covers 1,352,212 

square kilometres. It makes up 17% of Australia’s land mass. Compared to the other 

states and territories, the population of the Northern Territory is small (212,519), 

dispersed, and much of the territory is considered remote or very remote (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2011).  

Geographic remoteness is determined according to population and distances 

travelled to access services (Australian Population and Migration Research Centre, 

n.d.). Five remoteness classifications described in the ARIA+ are used by Australian, 
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state and territory governments to describe national regional profiles, and for the 

purposes of reporting and analysing data pertaining to educational achievement. 

These remoteness classifications are: major cities, inner regional, outer regional 

(provincial), remote and very remote areas (Australian Population and Migration 

Research Centre, n.d.).  

In the 2006 Australian Census
6
, the percentage of the population residing in 

remote and very remote areas in the Northern Territory was accounted for in the 

three most remote categories: outer regional (population: 18 000–47 999), remote 

(population: 5 000–17 999) and very remote (population: 1 000–4 999) (ABS, 2008). 

Almost fifty-five per-cent (54.8%) of the Northern Territory population resided in 

outer regional areas. The remaining forty-five per-cent (45.2%) of the Northern 

Territory population resided in the two most remote categories: remote (21.7%) and 

very remote (23.5%) areas (ABS, 2008).  

The Northern Territory has the highest percentage of Indigenous peoples 

residing in remote and very remote areas in the country. Thus, many Indigenous 

students in the Northern Territory attend government schools situated in 

communities and homeland centres located in remote and very remote areas. Many 

of these communities are hundreds of kilometres by road from the nearest town, and 

can only be accessed using four-wheel drive vehicles. When the torrential rains of 

the monsoonal wet season arrive many roads become impassable and only accessible 

by air. Other remote schools and their communities are located on islands in the 

                                                 

6
 The Australian census is conducted every five years and 2006 was the closest to this era. The 

previous census was conducted in 2001.    
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north and north east of the Northern Territory, and are only accessible by air and/or 

ferry.  

Some of these schools cater for fewer than 20 students. These schools are 

usually staffed by one registered teacher and one Indigenous assistant teacher. Other 

schools are in larger communities with hundreds of students and a large staff of 

registered and assistant teachers to match. For the reformers who viewed scaling-up 

as a process of deep teacher change, achieving the implementation metrics within the 

timeframes and under these conditions was a challenge.  

The capacity of frontline implementers to provide intensive and iterative 

teacher professional learning as they had done during the earlier phases began to 

diminish. Bureaucrat Carol explained how the metrics and the conditions impacted 

on implementation: 

I think that long-term the panic, if you like, to reach the 100 schools … a lot of 

those schools are in remote areas and so there was an awful lot of travelling, often 

in quite remote places... So 100 schools in Darwin or Palmerston was a much easier 

ask than 100 … remote schools. So, yeah, I think the tyranny of distance certainly 

had an impact on everything…If you had 100 enormous schools you would…easily 

meet your objective of 10,000 but if you had 10,000 tiny schools you wouldn’t.  

6.3.3 Losing program integrity to achieve project deliverables 

Over-servicing schools? 

According to bureaucrat Anthony, the frontline implementers were “running 

around like crazy things trying to service them…and in some cases over-servicing 

um ah you know, so burning themselves out”. This notion of “over-servicing” 

suggests that from Anthony’s perspective the intensive process of achieving deep 
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teacher change advocated by the developers and the frontline reformers during the 

previous phase was unnecessary and that a less intensive process was needed.       

High risk to meeting metrics 

In May 2005, around a year after the announcement to scale-up AL, the 

Sponsors Committee held an extraordinary meeting “called to discuss the current 

crises faced by the National Accelerated Literacy Program and in particular the 

Professional Learning Team at DEET” (NALP, May, 2005). These reformers 

identified a “high risk” to meeting the deliverable agreed with the Department of 

Education, Science and Training (DEST) that AL would be implemented in 30 

schools by the end of 2005. Like bureaucrat Anthony, the Sponsors Committee 

identified the intensive professional learning provided to teachers by frontline 

implementers—and a lack of capacity in the team—as key factors contributing to 

this risk.  

Also noted were the challenges frontline implementers faced in schools and a 

risk of “burnout” brought about by the complexities of mandating implementation:  

NT DEET reported on the high level of support provided to schools by the 

Professional Learning Team and hence implementation challenges when the team 

isn’t at full capacity. Limited ability to expand program unless there are more 

positions approved. There is a high risk to the program of coordinator burnout as 

the coordinators are the frontline change management/damage control staff. 

Considerable travel and problem solving at the grass roots take their toll (NALP, 

May, 2005)  

Given these implementation challenges the Steering Committee decided to 

“cease expansion until the coordinator situation was under control” (NALP, May 
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2005). It was noted that “… a strategy needs to be in place to focus on implementing 

in Indigenous and remote locations as that is what DEST believe they are paying for” 

(NALP, May 2005)  

The challenge of meeting the implementation metrics continued and by 

October 2005 the bureaucrats considered approaching the Australian government 

(referred to below as the Commonwealth) to formally reduce the metrics. A NALP 

document provides insight into the perspectives of the bureaucrats in the Department 

of Education during this time:   

Issues need to be addressed with Commonwealth if metrics cannot be achieved with 

existing budget with a suggestion that less schools to be met…[bureaucrat] 

discussed the … 100 schools meeting benchmark issue and the fundamental issues 

around staff burnout and integrity… [bureaucrat] stated that there were competing 

agendas in DEET…and that not everyone was aware of NALP and the issues facing 

it…[name of bureaucrat] noted that the 100 schools was a DEST vision... need for a 

reduction in the metric..(NALP October, 2005)     

The notion of competing agendas suggests that Accelerated Literacy wasn’t 

embedded in the system. Further, the comment that DEST was responsible for the 

metrics reflects the view of the reformers who participated in the phase grasping AL 

as the solution and adds further weight to the argument that the metrics were a 

political tool. This also suggests that burning out is a consequence of the lack of 

coordinated planning evident in the previous phases.   

By November 2005 the challenges of providing intensive in-school support 

during the rapid expansion were taking their toll. At this stage, 13.5 frontline 

implementers were employed by the Northern Territory Department of Employment, 
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Education and Training (NT DEET) and they were supporting 20 schools using an 

intensive delivery model that required week-long school visits each term and 

professional learning workshops at central locations (NALP, November 21, 2005).     

As identified during the phase grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution 

the reformers found themselves with few materials to support implementation; 

relying on a small team of experts to provide intensive support during fast paced 

implementation. A NALP document outlined these challenges:     

Training products are being developed on the run, whilst the number of trained 

practitioners who can deliver the program with competence remains small in the 

face of high support demands and rapid expansion pressures (NALP, November 21, 

2005).    

At this time an evaluation of NT DEET’S organisational capacity and 

capability to deliver the National Accelerated Literacy Program (NALP) (and in turn, 

contractual agreements including the metrics) was undertaken by an external 

consultant agreed to by CDU and DEET. The reviewer recommended that “the 

resourcing of the project should be substantially restructured to enable delivery of 

the contractual requirements” (p. 15). This included “changes in resourcing of school 

support to increase the number of schools supported by each external Coordinator.” 

For example, a shift from 1.5 to 5 schools per frontline implementer. The reviewer 

noted:  

This ratio (of 1.5) may have been effective in establishing the program … among 

the initial group of schools but is demonstrably unsustainable for the whole 

program…it should be noted that discussions with Coordinators and others involved 

in supporting schools suggest that these expectations (5 schools per frontline 

implementer) are realistic. A difficulty faced by the program is that while 
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Coordinators nominate a realistic level of support as needed for each school, they 

seem to be providing substantially more support than this in many cases. It is the 

view of the reviewer that this includes an element of over-servicing NALP 

(November 21, 2005, pp. 15-16)  

Diminishing capacity to make a difference    

However, from the perspective of some frontline implementers, they were 

short on human and material resources. With the number of participating remote 

schools growing, these frontline implementers perceived that their capacity to 

provide quality professional learning was reduced. As the pace of implementation 

and the number of participating schools escalated, providing intensive professional 

learning to teachers in remote schools—many of which were small and vast 

distances apart—and meeting the implementation metrics proved challenging.  

Frontline reformer Ida provided insight into this: 

… the programme started out very successfully in six schools with a lot of support.  

We had [names of developers] at that time…We had a lot of professional 

development time and we were, there was a lot of intensity around the programme 

and the implementation of it in the pilot phase of the programme. When it went into 

the implementation...it went from six to 65 in no time at all… the resources for this, 

as far as the manpower to actually support it in the way that we were supported 

during the pilot phase, just wasn’t there. 

The hope and promise developers and frontline implementers experienced 

during the previous phases were dissipating as the consequences of ‘not fixing it’ 

earlier were becoming evident. Comparing the first few years of scaling-up AL to 

this phase, frontline implementer Rosy said:   
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Like, in the early days we felt like we actually had the power to transform this 

massive wound of our culture and actually give literacy to all of these 

disempowered kids. Like, it really felt doable…Sometimes we just felt like we were 

just on the edge of that wave. Like we had everything there, all the pieces were 

there…and…then it just…imploded.  

The notion of imploding suggests that for Rosy, implementation had faltered.  

Also, linking scaling-up AL to having “the power to transform a massive 

wound” is reminiscent of the belief of many reformers in the phase grasping 

Scaffolding Literacy as the solution; that scaling-up AL would overcome the history 

of Indigenous education policy and practice failure. But for Rosy, and other frontline 

implementers involved during this phase, scaling-up AL was no longer fulfilling 

these hopes.  

Reformers who conceived scaling-up AL as a process of deep teacher change 

grew increasingly concerned about what they perceived as a lack of support for 

teachers. In an introduction to keynote speaker Brian Gray (co-developer of AL) at 

the Systemic Functional Linguistics Conference (Adelaide, 2010) the emcee 

reflected on scaling-up AL and said: 

I think it is safe to say… it might have gone slightly pear shaped, from Brian’s 

perspective… too fast, too quick, with teachers being unsupported or not getting 

enough support in being able to implement the processes, principles and practices of 

the teaching routines.   
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Similarly, in an unpublished evaluation of Accelerated Literacy, Charles 

Darwin University (2006) reported that NTDEET AL team members
7
 experienced a 

lack of capacity to meet the metrics within the timeframe and maintain the integrity 

required to scale-up AL effectively. Charles Darwin University (2006) reported that 

the NTDEET AL team “concurred that the program was not ready to be rolled out to 

100 schools and that time should be spent “shoring” up and supporting existing 

schools” and that the NTDEET AL team felt “severely under resourced” (p. 9). 

Charles Darwin University (2006) reported that one member of the AL team said:  

…whole wheel is too slow to turn. We need staff now. I am feeling stretched right 

now so I don’t know how we can expand to more schools?  There is a lack of 

thinking when it comes to the extended roll out (p. 9) 

Charles Darwin University (2006) also reported that the NTDEET AL team 

was experiencing burn out as they were “trying to expand without enough people on 

the ground” and “not enough people who are trained and have knowledge of the 

program” (pp. 36-37).  

According to Charles Darwin University (2006) the NTDEET AL team 

members “valued the possibilities that the program could create for future literacy 

success” however because they felt unsupported “they were discouraged and 

pessimistic about…the sustainability of the program” (pp. 36-37). Further, Charles 

Darwin University (2006) reported that the NTDEET AL team “…stressed that the 

                                                 

7
 Members of the AL professional learning team included project team managers, project 

coordinators, support teachers for AL schools and project administrators.   
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program lacked an infrastructure to ensure sustainability” and questioned whether 

the “infrastructure to make this work” existed (pp. 36-37).   

Quick and dirty project plan  

But it wasn’t just the tension between the desire for deep teacher change and 

fast-paced implementation in challenging conditions that caused problems. 

Reflecting on these tensions, bureaucrat Anthony pointed to the lack of planning 

identified in the previous phases as a contributing factor. Anthony explained:   

And I think there was a…legitimate concern that the levels of servicing of schools 

within the project had not been thought through um and in part that was because 

nobody had ever done a proper management plan and thought, ‘What’s involved in 

getting [name of remote school] to pick up a new program and support them 

through that transition process um and...and keep them going when things go wrong 

and help them when they have a catastrophic change of staff?...if you didn’t address 

that in the management process schools would just fall off the edge…none of that 

had been resolved um so that was really the sense that the senior management team 

had that the thing was um seriously at risk and was unlikely to deliver on the 

metrics and therefore they had a political problem as well as an educational problem    

Anthony’s comments highlight the consequences of the previous phases 

grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution and scaling-up as a pilot project.  

These comments also reinforce the high stakes nature of scaling-up AL and 

are indicative of those of other reformers involved in this phase: that it was difficult 

to achieve the politically driven implementation metrics and maintain integrity. 

Although some bureaucrats spoke of reducing the metrics I came across no data that 

indicates that this occurred.   
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6.3.4 Diminishing support    

Calls to collaborate unanswered  

Other reformers also reflected on this faltering implementation and linked 

this to the phases grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution and/or scaling-up as 

a pilot project. Bureaucrat Craig lamented the hasty implementation and said:  

I think it’s a real pity…it’s to do with the way the original relationship was 

conceptualised. It was all, it was quick and dirty you know. Let’s just throw this 

together, there’s a lot of money on the table, you know. We can make it work. Let’s 

not, we don’t need to sort it all out now but you did need to sort it all out.  

Craig’s comments about the original relationship suggest that he perceived 

the current implementation challenges were in part a result of a lack of planning 

between Charles Darwin University and the Department of Education during the 

earlier phases. In the phase scaling-up a pilot project, reformers’ aspirations for 

system-wide change included strategies for key people from these organisations to 

collaborate to ensure that the complexities of scaling-up AL were addressed as they 

arose. Craig’s comments above suggest that this didn’t happen.  

Indeed, bureaucrat Craig lamented a lack of collaboration between the 

bureaucrats and managers in the phase scaling-up a pilot project and the 

consequences of this. Craig said:  

It all had to be done you know in 2004 it had to be fixed and resolved and you had 

to put in good management arrangements so that people could come together at 

high levels and say actually it’s not working in this way, how do we fix it? It just 

did never happen that way…which all later meant that it crumbling [unclear] 
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Likewise, reflecting on how the previous phases had shaped the current, 

bureaucrat Uma stated:  

We were chasing our – building the ship as it was sailing. So you couldn’t turn it 

into the thing that it wasn’t. Like take this thing that had promise, build it into 

something more robust and actually deliver on its promise, we couldn’t, we were 

never set up to do that.  

This is an interesting comment as it indicates that for Uma, the process of 

scaling-up AL was reactive because the foundations were not established before they 

commenced implementation. This reflects the findings of the previous phase scaling-

up a pilot project, the consequences of which were now becoming clear.    

Losing senior champions  

By September 2007 concerns about quality control came to the fore, and 

were attributed to frontline implementer turnover and inexperience. This is evident in 

the following excerpt from a NALP document: 

Imparting the responsibility of training teachers on department staff …has resulted 

in little to no quality control over the professional development being delivered and 

evidence suggests that implementation is being affected by inexperienced staff 

being sent to schools to train and implement. In addition, at several of the sites this 

issue has been exacerbated by the inability to recruit to vacant positions; leaving an 

inexperienced and depleted team (NALP, September, 2007). 

High levels of bureaucrat and project manager turnover were also adding to 

the implementation challenges in the Department of Education. Bureaucrat Anthony 

recalled that “the champion of the program within the Department was gone”. 

Similarly, Frontline implementer Felicity recalled “the senior champion left”. For 
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some reformers, this senior champion turnover resulted in a loss of advocacy and 

authority for scaling-up AL in the Department of Education. Bureaucrat Uma 

explained:  

… And there was a lot of turnover and restructures and shifts, shifts, shifts, 

shifts…CEOs were changing, and so on and so forth. Then the project managers 

responsible for putting it in place also changed and we got somebody who also 

didn’t like Accelerated Literacy in charge of the program.  

The Accelerated Literacy team remained physically separate, located in 

offices at a local school, and previous phases suggest that Accelerated Literacy 

wasn’t embedded in the system. In the words of bureaucrat Carol, Accelerated 

Literacy was “spinning around in its own universe”. This helps to explain why the 

departure of the senior champion within the Department of Education was so 

significant for the reformers.  

Bureaucrat Uma described the discontent that was emerging in the 

Department of Education as incumbent bureaucrats inherited the messy 

responsibilities of scaling-up AL:  

So, the original champions have well and truly moved on, it’s now this big thing 

that needs to be delivered on but it was like a feeling of resentment that this messy 

program that had been not thought through properly was being shoved onto other 

people to incorporate into their day job 

Likewise, from the perspective of project manager Belinda, the “vision that 

inspired” the bureaucrats in the Department to “give it a go” had dissipated. Belinda 

observed that the bureaucrats and project managers in the Department of Education 

had inherited the day-to-day realities of scaling-up AL during a period of faltering 
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implementation. What once was an “exciting project” had become a “bureaucratic 

nightmare”. Now, nobody was “feeling passionate about the project”. This suggests 

that the implementation was viewed by these reformers as a bureaucratic process 

rather than transformative one. Project manager Belinda explained: 

… certainly by the time I got involved… it became instead of this exciting project 

and this vision and this gutsy thing that everybody was doing, it became this terribly 

bureaucratic nightmarish thing to implement that nobody really liked and was 

driven by these metrics and which were never going to be inspiring to anybody 

because what everybody was being told is we need 100 schools, not we need to 

transform Indigenous education in the Northern Territory.  

In the beginning the bureaucrats in the Department of Education were 

inspired by making a difference to the literacy achievement and lives of Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D but it now appeared that these bureaucrats didn’t believe in 

scaling-up AL.  

Bureaucrat Calotina recalled that she believed that programs were not the 

answer to the problem of Indigenous education failure. Coupled with this was her 

view that the complex bureaucratic requirements of scaling-up AL had taken the 

Department of Education away from “the real reform agenda”. Calotina explained: 

You know, that mentality was still around and programs are the answer rather than 

quality – investing in building quality.  So in some ways we actually lost three or 

four years of progressing the real reform agenda by being sidetracked with busyness 

requirements…there were too many, you know, there were reporting 

requirements…contractual obligations, partnerships with the university, all that sort 

of stuff and that complexity wouldn’t go away and absolutely sucked a lot of energy 
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that should have actually been about scoping up what the real reform agenda should 

have been.   

From this it appears that Calotina believed that the bureaucratic requirements 

of scaling-up AL were stalling progress. Nonetheless, scaling-up AL meant that 

bureaucrats in the Department of Education were stuck in the old paradigm.          

Similarly, frontline implementer Felicity believed that bureaucrats in the 

Department of Education didn’t care about scaling-up AL but were bound by the 

contract with the Australian government. Frontline implementer Felicity described 

this as “putting millions in and hating the thing”.       

Along these lines project manager Belinda recalled: 

the bureaucracy…in the education department there was a lack of responsibility just 

because I think that’s part of the culture…there was this buck passing and… there 

was a big gap as well between that executive level in DET. I mean nobody actually 

cared about it.  Nobody cared, but I think that with – for the officers, because they 

didn’t have any – they felt like they had no support. 

This loss of senior champion support and being separate in the system 

suggests that there was little ownership of scaling-up AL within the Department of 

Education, a necessary component of effective implementation at scale (Coburn, 

2003).  

In the next sub-process I explain another unanticipated implementation 

challenge; teachers resisting mandated change and how the reformers responded to 

this.    
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Diminishing community engagement   

Frontline implementers involved during this phase also highlighted the 

importance of community involvement. A summary of the interviews with AL team 

members from the Charles Darwin University (CDU) evaluation noted: 

It was emphasised that community commitment and community ownership of the 

program was paramount. 

If the school goes off without keeping the community informed, it will fail.   

Now we have to involve the community more.  They have to know what AL is.  

Curriculum has not been taken to parents to have ownership.  It is not happening 

anywhere. 

Communication with communities is breaking down. (CDU, 2006, p. 11) 

While these frontline implementers perceived community engagement as an 

important aspect of scaling-up AL it appears that from their perspective, this was 

proving difficult. In the earlier phases the frontline implementers had regularly 

conducted information sessions for Indigenous community members and parents and 

reported much buy-in and ownership of the program in the pilot schools. This 

diminishing community engagement could be a consequence of the faltering 

implementation.     

A NALP document also highlighted insufficient infrastructure and system 

supports at this time:  

Such factors as stable leadership and staffing…and perceptions of adequate funding 

and system support (including recruitment processes and regulations) all influence 

the implementation of AL programs (NALP, 2006)  
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6.3.5 Teachers resisting mandated change  

This sub-process highlights the ways teachers responded to the shift to a 

mandated approach in order to meet the implementation metrics. With the mandate, 

the enthusiasm of teachers and school leaders evident in the earlier phases was 

replaced with growing dissent. The hearts and minds of teachers, once inspired by 

observation of exceptional practice, and anecdotes of unprecedented student 

achievement, became harder to win.  

Frontline implementer Beth believed that mandating implementation created 

negativity in schools:  

The hardest thing about when they decided to roll it out was that there were some 

schools that were basically told they had to do it…And that was where a lot of 

negativity came from…it was driven through a compliance mentality…rather than 

one that could generate a commitment…  

Similarly, frontline implementer Felicity explained this teacher reluctance as 

a consequence of the mandate:  

But then that (volunteering and committing) changed over the years, where they 

were being fingered and being told, “You’re getting bad results, you must do 

this...And so you had more reluctant teachers then who were asked to do the 

training  

Mandate eroding teacher buy-in  

These views are indicative of those of the reformers during this phase; that 

mandating teachers to adopt Accelerated Literacy eroded teacher buy-in.  

As discussed in the previous phase scaling-up a pilot, project managers 

perceived scaling-up AL as a top-down process of replication. This thinking aligns 
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with a metric driven mandated approach. But for the developers and frontline 

implementers who conceived scaling-up AL as a process of bringing about deep 

teacher change, mandating implementation meant mandating that teachers change 

their beliefs in order to achieve the metrics. For example, frontline implementer 

Frances questioned the merits of mandating Accelerated Literacy, as for her this 

meant trying to persuade teachers to believe in the approach. Frances explained:  

…often you feel like you’re trying to sell it to them and that’s not going to work 

either. And it’s like we’re saying, “You have to do it, even if you don’t believe it.” 

But if you don’t believe in something you’re not going to teach it well, if you don’t 

believe it’s going to work.   

Prescription and teacher belief  

Along these lines, frontline implementer Karly highlighted a dilemma 

between prescription and belief:   

And then [name] …tied the knots on the parcels so tightly that people had no room 

to move in it and it just meant that there were people who were going to deliver it 

really badly…You couldn’t feel like you could innovate on it according to what you 

understand about the kids in front of you…you just had to deliver it in this parcel 

that got given to you, it was bound to go awry, I mean it really was. It would be 

exactly the same as someone saying to me, “Listen go and teach Jolly Phonics and 

just go and teach it out of this book.”  I mean I hate Jolly Phonics so I’m being told 

to teach it out of this book, I guarantee you I will stuff that up, I just will. I don’t 

want to do it, I don’t believe it….  

“Delivering it in a parcel” suggests prescription and this is problematic for 

Karly who needed to believe that an approach would work.  
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Bureaucrat Uma questioned the effectiveness of mandating a literacy 

program that required teachers to believe in a specific approach (AL), when many 

teachers were clearly not interested in the philosophy. Uma said: 

…so you’ve got a program that’s meant to be appealing to hearts and minds in order 

to get good practice that, in fact, was being plonked on top of a whole lot of people 

who don’t have time or the wherewithal or the experience or whatever, whatever, 

inclination to work that way, to think that way, to even be stimulated that way. And 

not enough attention was paid to how do you take something that is, for it to be 

effective, you have to believe in the philosophy of it, to folk who aren’t that 

interested in the philosophy of it?  

This highlights the ways that teachers’ beliefs about literacy pedagogy shapes 

their practice. Much research exists that examines the challenges of changing 

teachers’ beliefs. In an influential paper on this topic Elmore (1996) argued that  

deep teacher change is needed to sustain education reform however this is rarely 

achieved because not all teachers are prepared to change their beliefs and practices, 

particularly when the reform is mandated.   

EAL/D factions debating AL  

To add to these challenges, frontline implementers were now visiting schools 

where they didn’t feel welcome. It was reported that during this stage of 

implementation teachers felt a lack of ownership and there was little buy in (Lowe et 

al., 2006). Conflict about the effectiveness of AL arose in schools, mirroring the sub-

process literacy camps contesting scale-up evident in the Department of Education 

during the previous phase. In schools the frontline implementers were often engaged 

in “philosophical debates” where one teaching method was pitted against the other.  
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Frontline implementer Ida, recounting her experiences in schools said: 

…within every school that I went to there was a portion of the school that were very 

anti AL and very resistant to AL…when you went out there you spent a vast 

majority of your time after hours having those big philosophical debates with these 

people that really that it wasn’t the right approach…by and large…very opinionated 

and a lot of them came from the EAL/D factions around the Territory that said the 

EAL/D students must take a slower pathway through learning and they would take 

longer just simply because they are students from a language background other than 

English.  They were a very passionate bunch of people and they were very, very 

anti AL and there was this portion of them in every school. 

Just as with the EAL/D camps in the Department of Education, these teachers 

were described as being factional because their views about English literacy 

approaches for Indigenous students learning EAL/D were at odds with Accelerated 

Literacy. And as with the literacy camps in the Department of Education, these 

teachers challenged the relevance of the pedagogy and its theoretical underpinnings, 

and questioned its evidence-base.  

Given the longstanding debates about the most effective English literacy 

approach for Indigenous students learning EAL/D and the research about the 

challenges of bringing about deep teacher change at scale it is surprising that 

reformers didn’t anticipate the challenges of changing teacher’s beliefs. This could 

be a consequence of the unplanned and fast paced implementation in the earlier 

phases and in particular the reformers’ conflicting conceptions of teacher change.   

Bureaucrat Calotina linked the mandate, metrics and high teacher turnover 

and believed that this impacted on buy-in in schools: 
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…because of the contract metrics…people had to hang on for grim life because 

they’re an AL school, we had to count them…the mandatory nature…and what that 

involved, that it required certain commitments for professional development, certain 

commitments to ongoing assessment, all the demands that we look at, and the 

people new to those schools hadn’t necessarily realised what they were signing up 

for.  

And just as in the Department of Education, the challenges generating buy-in 

were exacerbated by high levels of teacher and school leader turnover. Reflecting the 

perceptions of many frontline implementers during this phase, frontline implementer 

Beth recalled, “you’d get them all sort of up and running, and they’d leave… there 

has been huge teacher turnover”. High levels of teacher and principal turnover 

further stretched the capacity of the frontline implementers.  

The Northern Territory workforce has long been characterized as one of high 

turnover (NTDEET, 2003, p. 13). In particular, schools situated in remote 

Indigenous communities experience high levels of teacher turnover (Harper, Helmer, 

Lea, Chalkiti, Emmett & Wolgemuth, 2012; NTDEET, 2004, p. 13; Robinson et al., 

2009). For example, Robinson et al. (2009), in their evaluation of the 

implementation of Accelerated Literacy in the Northern Territory, reported that 

analysis of teacher surveys completed by 188 respondents showed “evidence of high 

turnover of school staff with 33% of teachers staying at their school for only a term 

and only 15% having stayed for 24 terms; average school tenure was only 9.29 

terms” (p. 65). Similarly, Behrendt (2012) stated “It has been difficult to attract 

teachers to remote communities in the Northern Territory; on average teachers 

posted to those communities stay about 15 months” (p. 368). Teacher turnover has 

implications for implementation of reform (Harper et al., 2012; Luke et al., 2013). 
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Harper et al. (2012), reporting on a case study of a web-based literacy intervention in 

the Northern Territory, found that high teacher turnover in remote schools posed 

challenges to developing and sustaining deep knowledge about effective teaching (p. 

33). It is surprising then that reformers didn’t anticipate the effect teacher turnover 

would have on scaling-up AL. Like teacher buy-in, this could be a consequence of 

the unplanned and fast paced implementation in the earlier phases or a lack of 

understanding of the impact teacher turnover would have on scaling-up AL.      

6.4 Conflicting conceptions of teacher change   

6.4.1 Overview  

This sub-process conflicting conceptions of teacher change is comprised of 

the following focused codes: scaling-up to change teachers’ beliefs; and scaling-up 

to change teachers’ practices. The initial codes that comprise the sub-processes are 

included.  

FIGURE 11: SUB-PROCESS - CONFLICTING CONCEPTIONS OF TEACHER CHANGE 
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6.4.2 Scaling-up to change teachers’ beliefs 

As demonstrated in Chapter Five: Scaling-up a pilot project, frontline 

implementers were passionate about making a difference to the English literacy 

achievement of Indigenous students by changing teachers’ beliefs through intensive 

professional learning. Faced with faltering implementation, frontline implementers, 

found it difficult to provide quality professional learning and soon become 

concerned about the impact this was having on the quality of teacher practice and the 

integrity of Accelerated Literacy as it was being practiced in schools.  

Frontline implementers responded in different ways. Some frontline 

implementers tried to control the integrity of AL through replication of the teaching 

sequence strategies and the practices for each stage. Other frontline reformers 

continued to support teachers through an intensive process of principles-based 

teacher professional learning despite the implementation challenges. They believed 

that teachers who understood the principles were able to adapt the teaching sequence 

to meet the needs of students in their class. 

Principled approach for deep teacher change  

In the phase scaling-up a pilot project I established that Accelerated Literacy 

wasn’t codified prior to implementation. During the phase faltering implementation 

the Accelerated Literacy teaching sequence strategies had been developed and from 

this a teacher observation and feedback sheet was produced to aid the frontline 

implementers in their work training teachers. The lesson observation feedback sheet 

listed desired practices for each stage of the teaching sequence. For example, during 

the low order stage: “discussion that provides cognitive challenge” or during the high 
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order “discusses the effect of language choices on readers” (NALP, July, 2007).  

Even so, a NALP document that reported the findings of the first evaluation of 

scaling-up AL stated that there was a lack of clarity about interpretations of the 

theories underpinning AL:      

Responses from interview and survey data reveal that while a greater level of 

understanding is developing across the field, there is much that remains mystifying 

about the theoretical constructs underlying AL…The call for accessible, published 

definitions of AL and its core theoretical constructs are repeatedly made (NALP, 

July, 2007). 

This suggests that either the observation sheet wasn’t widely available or if it 

was that there was a lack of understanding of the theoretical principles that 

underpinned these practices which led to different interpretations.   

As discussed in 6.3.1, some frontline implementers continued to advocate a 

principled-based approach to teacher change. For them, a deep understanding of the 

theory enabled teachers to adapt the teaching sequence to be responsive to student 

needs, and maintain fidelity. Frontline implementer Rosy explained: 

You could always tell the moment you walked into a teacher’s classroom. You 

would be there for five or 10 minutes, talk to three or four kids and ask them three 

or four questions and you could tell whether or not the methodology was inclusive, 

whether it was scaffolded, whether the teaching was explicit, and those things were 

the critical thing to keep the fidelity …  
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6.4.3 Scaling-up to change teachers’ practices  

Prescribed practices for fidelity  

Bureaucrat Calotina believed that implementation fidelity was integral to 

getting results and explained “…to get the outcomes in AL you actually do have to 

have to be very faithful to the implementation which requires a level of rigour and 

rigidity” and stated “So there are definitely some places that have got some lovely 

results and they have definitely …they have been definitely very rigorous about the 

implementation”. Bureaucrat Calotina spoke about rigour in the context of 

wondering if “an index of integrity” could be developed to “measure effectiveness”. 

This suggests that Calotina viewed rigour from a scientific perspective. This notion 

of integrity and effectiveness points to a desire for evidence-based implementation 

and effectiveness trials, previously—and unsuccessfully—advocated for by 

bureaucrat Uma in the phase grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution.  

In relation to implementation fidelity, frontline implementer Marion believed 

that being faithful to the approach was important for success and said that “high 

fidelity to the program is expected in order to get results”. Marion explained: 

I think at that stage because it was like we’ve got this formula and it works, we 

don’t want to change the formula…It was like this is the magic sequence and we’re 

not diluting it in any way, shape or form.  

Some frontline implementers conceived fidelity and prescription as one and 

the same. That is, they expected teachers to rigidly follow the sequence strategies. 

On the other hand, Frontline implementer Rosy “thought this was a negative thing” 

and described these frontline implementers and “purists”. Rosy observed that this 
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rigidity was a response to a fear that AL was losing its integrity due to the fast-paced 

and ineffective implementation and recalled, “So there was so much fear around it 

not working that it became pressure and demand and panic really”.  

Similarly, frontline implementer Ida recalled that “they didn’t want to lose 

the purity of the program” and consequently teachers were being told: 

You can’t do this or this is the only way you can do this. So the rumours started 

going, ‘If you do AL you’re not allowed to do this, if you do AL you’re not allowed 

to do this, this, this and this…we do it this way because this is the underpinnings of 

the approach, this is the way we question, this is the way we do it’ 

Ritualised, prescriptive, structured, scripted and routinised were some terms 

reformers used to describe AL during this phase.   

As with Rosy, Ida believed that this attempt to control AL teacher practices 

was in response to the faltering implementation conditions and stated, “And yeah, 

when we up-scaled… everyone’s travelling nonstop which was a burn out.” Ida 

didn’t completely agree with such an inflexible approach however and stated, 

“…yeah, okay but there is flexibility within the way it looks in the classroom.” This 

suggests that attempts on the part of some frontline implementers to control AL 

teacher practices through replication and prescription were in response to faltering 

implementation conditions rather than an evidence-based and agreed implementation 

plan.   

And not all frontline implementers shared Rosie’s view of principle based 

adaptation. Other frontline implementers believed that teachers needed to rigidly 

follow the AL teaching sequence in order to achieve high levels of fidelity. However 
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frontline implementer Rosy suggested that the need by some to maintain fidelity and 

not adapt was a way of controlling the “beast”. She explained:    

…I think they were afraid of it getting watered down or maybe they thought they 

would lose their grip on it and that if we allowed it to get shaped and changed then 

they would not know what beast it was that we’d created. 

This indicates that the reformers attempted to exert some control over how 

the approach was being taken up because they thought that the integrity of the 

approach was being diminished. This is another explanation of why some reformers 

tried to control the quality by having a rigid structure. Some frontline implementers, 

however, were put off by the rigid structure and argued that it took away teachers’ 

professionalism.  

Frontline implementer Caroline said: 

When it was first implemented to perhaps even now, was the thing that put people 

off was that rigid structure and this is how you had to teach five days a week, two 

hours a day that in some ways took an element of power away from the teachers, an 

element of professionalism away to say juggle it. It’s actually, it’s there to help you 

and we trust you as a professional that you’re going to juggle it in such a manner 

that it’s going to make sense to the students in the class. We’ve had that discussion 

quite a bit about quality assurance and that type of thing. I think that was some of 

it…  

As reported in the previous phases, it was never the intention of the 

developers and frontline implementers for Accelerated Literacy to be a rigid 

approach. On the contrary, as indicated in the phase scaling-up a pilot project these 

academics and frontline reformers sought deep teacher change.   
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Losing integrity   

Frontline implementer Ida believed that this loss of integrity was a result of 

the top-down nature, the fast pace of the implementation, and the lack of capacity to 

support implementation. She described this as “diluting the program”.   

They went from supporting about 12-15 schools to supporting 65 with no increase 

in staff and it just resulted in a dilution of the programme and what I saw, always, 

was an inevitable demise of what we were trying to achieve 

This reflects the experiences of the frontline implementers involved during 

this phase; they were trying to change teachers’ beliefs—but as a consequence of the 

unanticipated implementation challenges–Accelerated Literacy teaching practices 

weren’t shaped by an understanding of the principles underpinning the teaching 

sequence strategies.  

Implementation scientists Fixsen et al. (2005) argued that understanding the 

principles that underpin core intervention components enable an iterative 

implementation process where core components are refined over time. For these 

reasons, Fixsen et al. (2005) contended that adaptability and fidelity are not dualities 

or opposites but different parts of a process and reported:   

First implement the practice or program with fidelity before attempting to 

innovate…adaptations made after a model had been implemented with fidelity were 

more successful than modifications made before full implementation (p. 17). 

Fixsen et al. (2005) reported that as implementation progresses, practitioners 

often adapt and innovate on the intervention in response to changing and diverse 

conditions (p. 17). On the one hand, these adaptations are viewed as “opportunities 

to refine and expand both the treatment practices and programs and the 
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implementation practices and programs” and on the other hand, are viewed as 

“undesirable and will be defined as a program drift and a threat to fidelity” (p. 17). 

Innovations that occur after fidelity has been achieved are the most successful 

(Fixsen et al., 2005:  Winter & Szulanski, 2001). 

Adapting and innovating on AL after it had been implemented with fidelity 

wasn’t possible during this stage because the fidelity of Accelerated Literacy hadn’t 

been established. Furthermore, an adaptive research informed implementation plan 

that was owned by all partners, hadn’t been achieved.     

Adapting with fidelity  

These conflicting conceptions of teacher change resulted in a tension between 

fidelity and adaptation. Rather than viewing these implementation components as 

different aspects of a process, where adaptation occurs after fidelity has been 

achieved (Fixsen et al., 2005), these conceptions were aligned with top-down and 

bottom-up views of scaling-up and in particular, teacher change. Those who 

conceived scaling-up as a top-down process viewed fidelity and replication as one in 

the same. Those who conceived scaling-up as a bottom-up process of teacher change 

viewed adaptation as part of a principle based change.  

The implementation science research found that for implementation to be 

effective, fidelity needs to be achieved before innovation can occur (Fixsen et al., 

2005). And as noted earlier, given that Accelerated Literacy wasn’t evidence-based 

and the theories underpinning the teaching sequence strategies were not widely 

understood, it seems unlikely that all teachers were adapting with fidelity. Teachers 

who received ongoing in-school professional learning from expert frontline 
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implementers were more likely to develop a principle based understanding of the 

theories underpinning the sequence and adapt accordingly.  

6.5 Metrics masking implementation challenges  

6.5.1 Overview  

This sub-process metrics masking implementation challenges is comprised of 

the following focused codes: continuing calls for an evidence-base and reporting 

positive student achievement.   

FIGURE 12: SUB-PROCESS - METRICS MASKING IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES 

 

In this sub-process I focus on the ways that academics reported on the 

findings of the interim evaluation of scaling-up AL. The academics highlighted 

significant implementation flaws such as: a lack of evidence, a lack of published 

material, and a reliance on frontline implementers to provide professional learning at 

scale. Echoing the findings of the previous phase scaling-up a pilot project Charles 

Darwin University (CDU) stated:     

Metrics masking implementation challenges  
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…in many respects, Accelerated Literacy was not in a state of readiness for rapid 

expansion when it was brought to the Northern Territory. Propelled by strong 

practitioner testimonials about the effectiveness of the program and widespread 

acclamation of its innovation and importance, it was nonetheless not yet evidence-

based. Areas of the pedagogy were intuitive and untested; there was a lack of 

published material to meet a range of purposes (including basic codification…of the 

methodology as well as peer-reviewed or research-validated literature); and there 

was a strong dependence on the progenitors for setup and delivery of the program, 

with little clarity about how the base of expertise to support replication could be 

rapidly expanded. (CDU, 2007b)  

6.5.2 Culling the evaluation 

Here, the challenges of the earlier phases had been brought to light. Charles 

Darwin University (CDU) noted that the evaluation “lays a foundation for analysis of 

the challenges of scaling-up a small project to a national program which has wide 

implications” (CDU, 2007b, p. vii). However, this was a draft evaluation and neither 

these findings nor their implications were mentioned in the final published report 

(CDU, 2007c). Only one page was given to implementation challenges and the 

following were reported: tensions between intensive professional learning and the 

need for rapid expansion; teacher and school turnover; teacher buy-in; and 

perceptions of system support. I came across no evidence to suggest that this  

evaluation informed the implementation of scaling-up AL Furthermore, another 

version of the Charles Darwin University interim evaluation concluded that because 

a range of conditions impacted on implementation it was not possible to determine 

program effectiveness:   
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It is clear that, even by late 2006, either for the individual school or for the 

population of participating students, available estimates of student progress cannot 

meet the standard of demonstration required by evaluative or empirical research. 

There are significant variation of the levels of test coverage in schools, questionable 

reliability of testing and a lack of reliable data about sample characteristics, 

teaching practice, student exposure to AL and school characteristics to the point 

where the ability to draw firm conclusions about program effectiveness is seriously 

reduced (CDU, 2007b, p. 74)  

The extent to which the evaluation informed scaling-up AL wasn’t apparent 

in future phases however at the very least, this shows that the academics at CDU and 

likely the bureaucrats at the Department of Education were aware of these issues.    

6.5.3 Continuing calls for an evidence-base  

In response, CDU called for “rigorous research” and stated: 

A significant aim of the research and development partnership between DEET and 

CDU is to build a firm evidence base to support the National Accelerated Literacy 

Program and related efforts to improve student literacy outcomes. This means above 

all that, if Accelerated Literacy is to progress beyond the status of a promising 

intervention to one whose effectiveness has been rigorously proven, the evaluation 

of NALP cannot rest on qualitative reports of student improvement by practitioners, 

nor rely on unsystematically collected and reported test data using methods whose 

validity and reliability have not been confirmed. To this end, both levels of 

government should give clear consideration to the potential contribution of rigorous 

research to the achievement of higher standards of implementation and delivery of 

the AL intervention (CDU, 2007b, p. 75).  

 This suggests that the aspirations for system-wide change outlined in the 

phase scaling-up a pilot project—including calls for rigorous research to establish an 
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evidence-base—remained unmet even though this was near the end of the third year 

of implementation at scale.   

  Reflecting the view of bureaucrats during this phase, bureaucrat Anthony 

explained that this research wasn’t a priority for the Department of Education. 

Anthony recalled:  

…the interests of the different parties diverged…CDU was also trying to do a piece 

of independent academic research for them but that wasn’t really what the 

department wanted, so everyone’s interests were at odds   

 In contrast to these significant issues of efficacy and effectiveness and 

concerns about the reliability and validity of student achievement data were positive 

reports of student achievement.    

6.5.4 Reporting improved student achievement 

The interim evaluation report that was eventually released was described as 

“An overview” and comprised of 17 pages, of which five focused on reporting 

student achievement using pre-post IL and TORCH assessment data (CDU, 2007c, 

pp. 6-10). Charles Darwin University reported that of the 2,534 participating 

students, 865 had pre-post assessment IL. Of these, 526 were on scale (e.g. read the 

graded passage with 90% accuracy or above) and 347 were not (e.g. did not read a 

graded transition level text with 90% accuracy or above). The average progress rate 

was 1.67%. That is, these students’ accuracy when reading graded texts improved 

the equivalent of 1.67 years in one school year. For TORCH, 212 students had an 

assessment sequence and the average progress rate was 1.34. That is, these students’ 

comprehension of graded texts improved the equivalent of 1.34 years in one school 
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year. It is important to note that the TORCH assessment is suitable for students in 

year four and above who are can decode and are on the reading pathway (CDU, 

2007c, pp. 6-10). Of note is that this reported growth was related to raw score 

increases.  

This evaluation didn’t report on disaggregated data that compared the 

progress of Indigenous and non-Indigenous students, language status, or other 

factors so it is not possible to know the rate of progress for Indigenous students 

learning English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D). Nor did the 

evaluation report the achievement at each year level.       

The Northern Territory Department of Education reported student 

achievement data, with only limited caveats regarding conclusions to be drawn from 

the data.   

In 2005 AL students achieved higher than average increases in literacy levels, with 

an overall Student Progress Rate of 1.46 reading year levels per year. By the end of 

2005, there were 3 293 students participating in the project, exceeding the target of 

3 000, and 220 teachers were undertaking training in the methodology. The number 

of schools delivering or preparing to deliver AL in the NT increases continuously. 

By the end of 2005, 27 schools were actively teaching AL (NTDEET, 2006, p. 63) 

  These reports of success fed into the narrative of successful implementation. 

Because the results were aggregated it wasn’t possible to determine what percentage 

of these students were attending remote schools, learning EAL/D, their age, or other 

factors that may have impacted on their achievement. Nor was it reported how many 

participating students achieved the progress rate of 1.46 reading year levels per year. 

Thus, it was not possible to draw conclusions in relation to these factors. To 
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complicate matters, the progress reports excluded non-reading children from the 

sample reported, thus in effect reporting test scores from a non-representative sample 

of students.  

This focus on metrics and quantitative measures not only fed into the 

narrative of success but they masked the implementation challenges. The logic was 

that if students had progressed 1.46 reading year levels then both the intervention 

and the implementation were effective. From these reports of success it appeared that 

the implementation was effective even though reformers’ experiences during this 

phase suggest otherwise. Indeed, because AL wasn’t implemented with fidelity it is 

not possible to determine what conditions brought about these improvements in 

reading accuracy and comprehension. 

6.6 Conclusion  

This phase highlighted the ways that reformers, faced with unanticipated 

implementation conditions and contexts, experienced scaling-up AL as a process of 

faltering implementation and the ways they perceived this and responded.   

Scaling-up in an era of evidence-based reform established the political desire 

for evidence-based research to underpin English literacy policy and practice for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous students alike. However a close examination of two 

evidence-based studies—harnessed by the Australian government to develop 

Australian Directions in Indigenous Education 2005-2008 Strategy (the Strategy) 

(MCEETYA, 2006) —showed that approaches to English literacy for Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D were derived from research of first language learners 

including those experiencing disadvantage, and Indigenous students with speech or 
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hearing impairments or disabilities. This positioned Indigenous students as 

disadvantaged and masked their second language learning needs.    

During this sub-process scaling-up in an era of evidence-based reform some 

frontline implementers and academics questioned the extent to which the evidence-

based practices recommended by Rowe et al. (2005) were embedded in the 

Accelerated Literacy sequence for students in the early years. Frontline 

implementers had a range of views about how early years literacy skills and 

knowledge were developed in Accelerated Literacy lessons. Some frontline 

implementers argued that good teachers integrate this during Accelerated Literacy 

lessons however other academics and frontline implementers argued that only 

effective early years’ teachers knew how to teach early years’ literacy knowledge 

and skills during Accelerated Literacy lessons. Other frontline implementers reported 

that teachers were told they were not allowed to adapt Accelerated Literacy to meet 

the needs of students in the early years. Thus, concerns about the literacy 

development of participating students in the early years—both Indigenous and non-

Indigenous—emerged during this phase. As with previous phases the urgent need to 

improve the English literacy achievement of Indigenous students attending remote 

Northern Territory schools prevailed. 

Unanticipated implementation conditions explain the range of 

implementation conditions that reformers found themselves in and how reformers 

responded. Frontline implementers attempted to bring about transformative teacher 

and student change but experienced burn out for a range of reasons. Frontline 

implementers experienced tensions between: the rapid pace of implementation; the 

challenges meeting the implementation metrics when travelling to small remote 
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schools to provide intensive professional learning; lack of human and material 

resources brought about by the lack of coordinated planning in the earlier stages; and 

frontline implementer turnover.  

As in the previous phase, some bureaucrats believed that the frontline 

implementers were “over-servicing” schools and perceived a high risk to the 

educational and political goals. Frontline implementers questioned whether the 

Department of Education had the infrastructure to support implementation and if 

implementation was planned. Further, frontline implementers expressed concern 

about a breakdown in communication with Indigenous peoples in schools and 

communities and in turn, a lack of Indigenous community ownership for Accelerated 

Literacy.  

The excitement and hope of the earlier phases—brought about by a belief that 

scaling-up Accelerated Literacy would make a difference—dissipated. Bureaucrats 

and project managers reported high levels of senior champion and project manager 

turnover. They perceived a loss of advocacy and felt that this negatively impacted on 

buy-in for scaling-up AL within the Department of Education. Incumbent 

bureaucrats and project managers inherited the complex responsibilities for scaling-

up AL. While they took their responsibilities seriously they didn’t share the belief of 

their predecessors that scaling-up AL would transform the English literacy 

achievement and lives of Indigenous students learning EAL/D. Thus, there was a 

lack of spread and ownership (Coburn, 2003) for scaling-up AL in the Department of 

Education during this phase.  
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Frontline implementers felt that these implementation conditions impacted on 

the delivery of quality professional learning and that this resulted in a loss of 

integrity. On the other hand, bureaucrats and project managers believed the frontline 

implementers were ‘over-servicing’ schools and sought rapid and widespread change 

in order to achieve the implementation metrics within the timelines. Bureaucrats also 

linked the faltering implementation to a lack of planning in the earlier phases and a 

lack of collaboration between Charles Darwin University and the Department of 

Education.  

The unanticipated implementation conditions were exacerbated by growing 

resistance on the part of school leaders and teachers heightened by high levels of 

turnover in schools. Frontline implementers encountered reluctant teachers brought 

about by the mandate and the frontline implementers desire to change teachers’ 

beliefs. As in the previous phase, teachers in EAL/D camps contested the relevance 

of and evidence-base for Accelerated Literacy. This resistance to change resulted in 

frontline implementers feeling unwelcome in some schools and a belief on the part 

of some frontline implementers and bureaucrats that you can’t mandate teacher 

change.  

The sub process conflicting conceptions of teacher change showed that 

frontline implementers shaped the approach to teacher change as they responded to 

faltering implementation in their own ways, rather than according to a theory of 

change or a research informed implementation plan. Some frontline implementers 

maintained a principled approach to teacher change as they believed that this resulted 

in deep teacher change. Thus, they believed that teachers could be flexible in order to 
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meet students’ needs but at the same time maintain the integrity of Accelerated 

Literacy. These frontline implementers were referred to as the adaptors.  

Another group of frontline implementers attempted to control the quality of 

teaching practices and maintain the integrity of Accelerated Literacy through a 

prescribed approach. These frontline implementers were referred to as the purists as 

they conceived fidelity and prescription as one and the same and didn’t allow 

teachers to adapt. Like the frontline implementers, some bureaucrats involved in this 

phase preferred a prescribed approach to implementation in order to achieve the 

metrics. However other bureaucrats expressed concern that this approach resulted in 

shallow teaching practices. This all suggests that frontline implementers shaped the 

process of teacher change as they adapted to changing conditions, according to their 

conceptions of prescription, fidelity and adaptation.  

The final sub-process metrics masking implementation challenges showed 

that the evaluation of scaling-up AL uncovered these implementation challenges. 

Concerned about the political and professional fallout, bureaucrats and project 

managers masked these implementation challenges. Reports of scaling-up AL 

focused on the implementation metrics and in particular the positive student 

achievement results. The extent to which the implementation challenges outlined in 

the draft evaluation reports informed the process of scaling-up AL is unknown.                  

6.6.1 Implementation stages (initial implementation) 

In this final section I compare the findings of the phase grasping Scaffolding 

Literacy as the solution with the third of Fixsen et al.’s (2005) stage of 

implementation: initial implementation. Fixsen et al. (2005) defined initial 
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implementation as a stage that is “influenced by the implementation and 

organisational contexts…and whether the evidence-based program is being 

implemented with fidelity” (p. 16). The findings of this phase highlighted reformers’ 

perceptions of the ways that implementation conditions and organisational contexts 

shaped scaling-up AL. While many reformers conceived scaling-up AL as evidence-

based the earlier phases suggest that evidence wasn’t established prior to scaling-up 

AL.  

A lack of implementation fidelity—brought about by the consequences of the 

previous phases and exacerbated by the current implementation challenges—became 

a major issue for the developers and reformers in particular. Fixsen et al. (2005) 

reported that during the initial implementation stage reformers are faced with 

“compelling forces of fear of change, inertia, and investment in the status quo” and 

that these “combine with the inherently difficult and complex work of implementing 

something new” (p. 16). This is a time when “the program is struggling to begin and 

when confidence in the decision to adopt the program is being tested” (p. 16). During 

this phase teachers increasingly resisted scaling-up AL due to the factors described 

above. These challenges were also evident during the previous phase scaling-up a 

pilot project. This suggests that these phases are not completely aligned with those 

of Fixsen et al. (2005).  

Fixsen et al. (2005) argued that initial implementation “involves 

complexity…requires change” (p. 16). This includes organisational and individual 

change. Organisational change involves developing capacity and changing 

organisational culture (p. 16). The findings of this phase suggest that organisational 

capacity hadn’t been developed nor had the organisational culture been changed to 
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support scaling-up AL. Further, Fixsen et al. (2005) defined individual change as 

changes to “individual skill levels” and argued that this change occurred “in the 

context of personal, admin, educational, economic and community factors” (p. 16). It 

appears that during this phase these factors impacted on teacher and reformer 

change.  

This all suggests that during this phase of scaling-up AL some of the integral 

aspects of initial implementation were not achieved. Of note is that Fixsen et al. 

(2005) described these stages of implementation as discernible but also cautioned 

that “implementation will not happen all at once or proceed smoothly, at least not at 

first” (p. 14). Given that implementation was faltering during this phase it is not 

surprising that the findings of phase don’t align entirely with those identified by 

Fixsen et al. (2005) during the initial implementation stage. Fixsen et al.’s (2005) 

stages offer a useful conceptual base from which to compare the phases of scaling-up 

AL; that the two don’t align is not of itself evidence of ineffective implementation. 

Nonetheless, the stages of implementation identified by Fixsen et al. (2005) do 

provide insight into implementation components that are usually evident during 

particular stages to illuminate those that may have been missing during scaling-up 

AL or occurring at different times.    
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CHAPTER 7: IMPROVING IMPLEMENTATION (2007-

2008)  

7.1 Overview 

The previous phase faltering implementation established that reformers 

experienced scaling-up AL as a process that was shaped by unanticipated 

implementation conditions and contexts that included: the rapid pace of 

implementation; the challenges meeting the implementation metrics when travelling 

to small remote schools to provide intensive professional learning; lack of human 

and material resources brought about by the lack of coordinated planning in the 

earlier stages; and frontline implementer turnover. Some frontline implementers, 

concerned about a loss of quality professional learning and teaching practice 

engaged in a process of trying to control AL through top-down approaches to teacher 

change that involved replication of prescribed practices however others continued to 

call for principled change. Reformers harnessed student achievement data to engage 

in a narrative of success and this masked the implementation challenges.  

In this chapter I present and explain the phase improving implementation. 

Academics, bureaucrats, frontline implementers and project managers participated in 

this phase. The phase improving implementation consists of four sub-processes: (1) 

scaling-up AL in an era of evidence-based reform; and (2) developing 

implementation capacity; 3) rebooting schools; and 4) Accelerated Literacy, Closing 

the Gap?. The diagram below shows the sub-processes and focused codes that 

comprise the phase, improving implementation. 



CHAPTER 7: IMPROVING IMPLEMENTATION (2007-2008) 

260 

FIGURE 13: IMPROVING IMPLEMENTATION 

 

 

Improving implementation  

Scaling-up in an era of 
evidence based reform  

Closing the gap  

Dynamic definitions 
of AL and target 

students 

Developing 
implementation capacity  

Professional 
learning  

Changing teachers  

Rebooting schools  

Starting again and 
again  

Counting the 
school again and 

again   

Accelerated Literacy, closing 
the gap? 

Measuring and 
reporting student 

achievement  

Conflating the 
intervention and the 

implementation  



CHAPTER 7: IMPROVING IMPLEMENTATION (2007-2008) 

261 

Improving implementation explains the process education reformers engaged 

in as they responded to the challenges presented in the previous phases scaling-up a 

pilot project and faltering implementation. Reformers needed to meet the project 

deliverables and metrics and “get literacy to these kids”. These political and social 

imperatives meant that scaling-up AL had to succeed. With the benefit of time and a 

developing understanding of the challenges of scaling-up AL reformers further 

developed implementation capacity. During this phase resistance to scaling-up AL in 

schools and the Department of Education lessened compared to previous phases.  

7.2 Scaling-up in an era of evidence-based reform 

7.2.1 Closing the gap 

During the era of accountability, the goal of achieving equitable outcomes for 

Indigenous Australians is called Closing the Gap of Disadvantage (henceforth 

Closing the Gap) (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2005). Closing the Gap 

stemmed from a “rights-based awareness campaign” in response to the release of the 

Social Justice Report in 2005 (Parliament of Australia, n.d., para 1). The Australian 

Human Rights Commission Social Justice Commissioner Tom Calma reported on 

and provided recommendations and actions related to the “enjoyment and exercise of 

human rights by Aboriginal persons and Torres Strait Islanders” (Australian Human 

Rights Commission, 2005, n.p.). The focus of this report was Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander health. Calma reported that during the period 1996–2001 health status, 

access to equal health care, and socioeconomic disadvantage (among other factors) 

had contributed to the “estimated difference of approximately 17 years between 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous life expectation” 

(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2005, p. 18).  
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In response, Calma “urged Australian governments to commit to achieving 

equality for Indigenous people in health and life expectancy within 25 years” 

(Parliament of Australia, n.d., para 1). Calma recommended “a campaign to achieve 

equality in health status” and this culminated in the launch of the Close the Gap 

public awareness campaign in 2007 (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2005, p. 

68). From this came the “ambitious” closing the gap targets agreed to by the Council 

of Australian Governments (COAG) that underpin the National Indigenous Reform 

Agenda and in turn National Partnerships Smarter Schools policies. The target for 

literacy was to “halve the gap in reading, writing and numeracy achievements for 

children by 2018” (COAG, 2008, p. 2).   

In this era of accountability and Close the Gap, English literacy benchmark 

data became an important measure of success. It was during this phase improving 

implementation and beyond that the reformers harnessed the discourse of closing the 

gap to describe the ways that Accelerated Literacy was making a difference to the 

English literacy achievements of Indigenous students attending remote Northern 

Territory schools.  

English literacy benchmark achievement  

Benchmark Assessment data enabled analysis of student achievement over 

time. For example, in the sixth National Report to Parliament in Indigenous 

Education and Training, 2006 (Department of Education Employment and 

Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2008), the Australian government Minster for 

Education reported on the 2006 benchmark achievement data and stated, “limited 

progress in the reduction of gaps in educational outcomes between Indigenous and 
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non-Indigenous Australians…serious gaps remain in all education sectors” 

(DEEWR, 2008, p. iii). The minister concluded, “With up to eight years of data there 

is little evidence of substantive change or improvement in the results and since 2004, 

the best year to date, most of the 2006 results show a decline” (DEEWR, 2008, p. 

xxii). In response, DEEWR (2008) stated, The National Action Plan on Literacy and 

Numeracy aims to develop “an evidence-based approach to improving results and 

evaluating success in improving literacy and numeracy’ which draws ‘...on results 

from the National Literacy and Numeracy tests...and on evidence from around the 

world about what works...” (p. xxii). Although evidence-based research was 

beginning to inform policies and practices in Australian schools, it wasn’t until the 

following phase winding down occurred that notions of evidence-based research 

policies and practices shaped scaling-up AL and therefore, evidence-based policies 

and practices are discussed in Chapter Eight: Winding Down.     

It is against this policy and research backdrop of educational accountability 

and in particular the political desire to “close the gap” that this phase improving 

implementation occurred. 

7.2.2 Dynamic definitions of AL and target students  

During the phase improving implementation a promotional booklet called 

Accelerated Literacy: Opening new worlds was produced by the National 

Accelerated Literacy Program (NALP, 2007). In this Accelerated Literacy was 

described as “a unique teaching method” that “goes beyond teaching the ‘basics’ of 

reading to teaching the complex literacy skills students need to participate in society 

at the highest level” (NALP, 2007, p. 4). The NALP (2007) also described 
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Accelerated Literacy as a teaching approach that “varies from traditional teaching 

methods” (p. 4). Furthermore, the NALP also claimed that “students of all ages, 

different backgrounds and abilities respond to Accelerated Literacy teaching” (p. 5). 

Gray (2007) also stated, “The National Accelerated Literacy Program specifically 

targets Indigenous students who are marginalised and unsuccessful” (p. 3). In May 

2008 the National Accelerated Literacy Program (NALP) produced an information 

pamphlet for teachers which stated that Accelerated Literacy pedagogy “can be 

applied across all grade levels from early childhood to secondary” (NALP, May, 

2008, p. 2). These definitions support the view that reformers perceived Accelerated 

Literacy as a “mainstream” and non-categorical approach suitable for all learners 

while at the same time specifically targeting Indigenous students. As with the 

definition of Indigenous students in the phase scaling-up a pilot project, these 

definitions position Indigenous students as marginalised and unsuccessful rather than 

second language learners.  

Aligning AL and EAL/D  

Not all conceptions of Accelerated Literacy masked the second language 

learning needs of Indigenous students however. Some academics had English as an 

Additional Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) backgrounds and some EAL/D experts 

understood Scaffolding Literacy. During this phase, around three years into scaling-

up AL, these academics had further developed their views about the relevance of 

EAL/D theories and practices compared to those of Accelerated Literacy (AL). 

These included: (1) viewing AL as “a good EAL/D strategy” (Harper, 2008); (2) 

arguing that AL teaching sequence strategies were “essentially grounded by a range 

of (second) language learning theories” (Mullin & Oliver, 2010); and (3) calling for 
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AL to be adapted to meet the specific needs of EAL/D learners (Adonniou & 

Macken-Horarik, 2007).  

Harper (2008) argued that AL effectively catered for the needs of Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D by “teaching and learning the academic-literate discourse 

of schooling” where students practice both spoken and written academic-literate 

discourse (p. 5). Further, Harper (2008) argued that in AL lessons EAL/D students 

are taught “complex language and ideas” as teachers deconstruct and reconstruct text 

to explicitly teach language (p. 5). The language teaching strategies are “embedded” 

in the AL teaching sequence, and are realised particularly through the processes of 

pre-formulation and reconceptualisation where students are scaffolded as they 

develop authentic language about how texts work (Harper, 2008, p. 5). Through 

these processes, Harper (2008) argued, teachers support EAL/D students to build 

common knowledge about complex concepts through “paraphrasing” and 

“contingent” teaching (p. 5).  

English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) experts and 

Scaffolding Literacy lecturers at the University of Canberra, Adoniou and Macken-

Horarik (2008) were not so convinced that AL was a good EAL/D strategy as it 

stood. First, they argued that EAL/D needed to be the foundation of AL but it was 

not. Second, they contended that Scaffolding Literacy wasn’t based on EAL/D 

principles but on teaching English literacy to first language learners. Third, they 

pointed out that literacy pedagogies that are successful with native speakers need to 

be adapted to meet the learning needs of EAL/D students (Adoniou & Macken-

Horarik, 2007, p. 5). Thus, while they believed that Scaffolding Literacy had much 

“potential” in “EAL/D contexts” the “DNA” of AL needed to be adapted to meet the 
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“specific needs of EAL/D learners” (p. 14). In order to better understand this 

Adoniou and Macken-Horarik (2007) conducted a small scale trial of Scaffolding 

Literacy exclusively with EAL/D learners in ACT primary and secondary schools 

and evaluated the effectiveness of Scaffolding Literacy (p. 5). They found that 

Scaffolding Literacy was an “extremely effective pedagogy in EAL/D teaching, but 

identified several important innovations on the sequence which value-add for EAL/D 

learners whilst still maintaining the essential core of the SL pedagogy” (p. 5). These 

included:  

 expanding the genres and including culturally inclusive texts;  

 incorporating the linguistic and cultural resources of students and their 

families, particularly in the early field building stages of the sequence;  

 incorporating more field building experiences into the sequence;   

 using multimodal props to build understandings of the language and context 

of challenging texts;  

 providing supplementary ‘clinics’ in areas of language that EAL/D students 

find problematic, particularly as a support after the transformations part of 

the sequence; and  

 expanding the spelling to encompass lexical study and pronunciation (p. 5).          

Finally, Mullin—an Accelerated Literacy and EAL/D expert—and Oliver 

traced the links between second language learning theories and the teaching 

strategies at each stage of the Accelerated Literacy teaching sequence. They argued 

that the principles of theories of second language acquisition were evident in the 

teaching strategies during the literate orientation stage of the sequence, where 
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students “use meaning to locate and identify particular lexical items of ‘content 

words’” by unpacking the “literate discourse of schooling” and argued that this was 

achieved through the “negotiation of meaning” about the implicit “knowledge of 

SAE language and pragmatics” (Mullin & Oliver, 2010, p. 152). For example, as the 

teacher provides a “loan of consciousness” through providing input such as the 

“literate interpretation of meaning” they provide a “resource for constructing further 

complex understandings about how language is used to make particular meaning 

(Mullin & Oliver, 2010, p. 156). As with notions of second language acquisition 

(SLA) put forward by Donato (2000) Mullin and Oliver (2010) argued that teachers 

“develop shared knowledge to pursue a common goal” and “remain sensitive to 

comprehension, language choices and meaning” as these are all important aspects of 

SLA (p. 156).  

These different interpretations of the similarities and differences of 

Accelerated Literacy and EAL/D theories and practices show that academics don’t 

agree about the relevance of Accelerated Literacy for second language learners. This 

appears to stem from differences about the extent to which second language learning 

theories underpin AL practices and vice versa. Of note is that these analyses don’t 

explicitly address the development of oral language for EAL/D learners during 

Accelerated Literacy lessons.   

Oral language  

As demonstrated during the phase Indigenous Education, a history of failure, 

proponents of English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) 

approaches believed that oral language development was integral to the literacy 



CHAPTER 7: IMPROVING IMPLEMENTATION (2007-2008) 

268 

 

development of second language learners. A NALP document called Frequently 

Asked Questions suggested that uncertainty about oral language development 

existed. Describing the place of oral language in Accelerated Literacy, NALP (June, 

2007) stated:   

Oral language is a major feature of the AL program, particularly since each lesson 

is constructed around oral interactions. The explicit teaching and promotion of 

students’ use of the language of the text is fundamental to AL. When a text is being 

introduced, the teacher models and shares the literate language of the text, then in 

subsequent lessons actively encourages students to use this language. The teacher 

also models how to discuss the text in an educational context, including the meta-

language associated with such settings (p. 3).   

In another document NALP stated that “strong oral language development” 

was “developed throughout the program” and “As students become more articulate 

and confident they develop strategies for more complex discourse and more 

academic language” (May, 2008, p. 2).    

 However, some frontline reformers with expertise in EAL/D disagreed. 

Belinda stated:   

It was really only one genre, though, of oral language. You know, you weren’t 

looking at functional language; you were looking at students’ ability to retell rather 

than communicating English… 

Frontline implementer Beth also expressed concern that second language 

learners participating in Accelerated Literacy weren’t learning oral language, and 

said:  

…there was very little in the teaching that was telling me and showing me that the 

kids were able – that they were using and developing students’ oral language….and 
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I think it was that me sort of thinking, “Well hang on, kids need to be able to use the 

language and understand that language if they’re going to be able to read it.”… So 

although they kept saying, “Oh, yeah, the program does develop oral language”, 

they weren’t showing me. There were few opportunities within the lessons for kids 

to use the language, and they weren’t measuring that at all, they were only 

measuring reading…they didn’t understand the importance of oral language 

development in EAL/D students.   

Taken together, this suggests that frontline implementers and academics had a 

range of views about the place of EAL/D theories and practices in Accelerated 

Literacy.  

The previous phase faltering implementation showed that reformers 

perceived a lack of implementation fidelity and expressed concern about the quality 

of professional learning and teaching practices. And as the previous phase faltering 

implementation showed, reformers shaped the process of teacher change; purists 

discouraged contingent teaching in an attempt to provide quality control and as a 

result, practice became procedural. Coupled with an absence of consistent and 

explicit information about how to meet the language learning needs of EAL/D 

learners at different stages of development, it appears unlikely that teachers would 

have been able to cater for the oral language needs of second language learners, 

unless they already had an understanding of EAL/D theories and practices.    

7.3 Developing implementation capacity  

7.3.1 Professional learning  

In the early phase scaling-up a pilot project and faltering implementation a 

lack of professional learning materials to support both deep teacher change and fast 
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paced implementation were cited by academics, bureaucrats, frontline implementers 

and project managers alike as problematic. Collaborative approaches to planning 

were also cited as lacking. However, over time the reformers collaborated to develop 

shared professional learning models; more clearly defined and communicated 

Accelerated Literacy theories and practices; and trained more frontline 

implementers. In a report to the Steering Committee, Charles Darwin University 

project manager, reflecting on the phase faltering implementation, summed up the 

progress at the end of 2006:   

The past year has seen many challenges and changes to the CDU project, but as we 

reach the end of 2006, the atmosphere can be described as positive and 

productive… To this end, late 2006 and beginning of 2007 sees a major focus on 

completing and publishing the program’s key resources including teaching notes, 

teaching videos, professional development packages and an online resource which 

clearly articulates the program’s key concepts. In addition, shifting from ad-hoc 

requests for PD into a more structured model has allowed us to plan priorities and 

resources (NALP, November 2006). 

Likewise, it was noted that bureaucrat Anthony stated that “Accelerated 

Literacy reflects a positive future” and “commended the dramatic improvements in 

the program” (NALP, July 2008). These positive perceptions of scaling-up AL 

reflect the mood of the reformers involved during this phase improving 

implementation.  

 By April 2007 the frontline implementers had trained teachers in 60 schools 

and it was reported that “program implementation is growing as planned” (NALP, 

April, 2007). In December 2007 NALP reported “AL is currently being implemented 
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in 63 NT schools with a further 10 identified for implementation in Semester 1 

2008” (p. 6).  

Reflecting a developmental view of deep teacher change the NALP produced 

a professional learning model that conceptualised teacher change as a continuum of 

learning that occurs in phases: 

The AL PL Continuum represents the AL teacher development strategy …to 

implement and sustain the program…Teachers are provided with necessary 

professional development, analysis of and feedback on their teaching, ongoing in-

school training and professional support. The AL PL Continuum aims to enable 

practitioners and support personnel to gain increasing levels of expertise in the AL 

methodology and pedagogy and to build an ever-increasing number of expert AL 

practitioners to expand and sustain the program (NALP, March, 2007).  

This reflected the earlier conception of teacher professional learning to bring 

about changed teacher beliefs. Reiterating the importance of this Gray (2007) stated 

that teachers need to change their mindsets to be effective Accelerated Literacy 

teachers and to realise this, “Teachers need progressive and supportive mentoring 

over time” (p. 6). This reflects the longstanding view of the developers and frontline 

implementers whose goal it was to change teachers’ beliefs to overcome deficit 

thinking.       

Until now, teacher professional development workshops had been conducted 

by academics and frontline implementers in schools and regions on demand. In all, 

there were four separate workshops that each covered different aspects of the 

teaching sequence strategies and the theories underpinning these, as well as 

assessment methods. Notes of a meeting attended by bureaucrats, frontline 
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implementers and project managers—where they developed a workforce training 

plan to guide the provision of professional learning for teachers—stated that the 

objective was to “respond to the increasing need to provide intensive training to up-

skill the workforce quickly to support the program’s rapid expansion” (NALP, 

August, 2007). At this meeting it was decided that Charles Darwin University would 

develop and deliver an intensive week-long workshop by combining the four 

separate professional learning workshops. In January 2008 the five day intensive 

model was introduced (NALP, December, 2007). Reports and feedback showed that 

this model was widely regarded as successful. 

7.3.2 Changing teachers 

By the time the reformers reached the phase improving implementation they 

had high quality resources, the pedagogy was more clearly defined, and the training 

model had been revised. This was a change from the phase faltering implementation 

and suggests that during this phase implementation challenges were fewer and the 

reformers were getting on with it. In a NALP document it was noted that bureaucrat 

Anthony stated that “the level of teaching and support within the NALP was 

exceptional” and noted that “new teachers are showing greater interest” (NALP, 

July, 2008). Robinson et al. (2009) also found that teachers and school leaders were 

generally supportive of Accelerated Literacy pedagogy and professional 

development.  

A priority for NALP was the development of local Indigenous staff described 

as “cohorts of highly skilled educators” (NALP, July, 2008). The importance of 

Indigenous community ownership for the implementation of Accelerated Literacy 
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was an important condition for scaling-up during the previous phases. Even so, I 

failed to uncover any reference to school and community engagement or decision-

making in relation to implementation or Accelerated Literacy practices during this 

phase. This suggests that this was no longer a priority for these reformers.  

Changing teachers’ beliefs about how Indigenous students learn English 

literacy remained a priority for some. Program developer and academic Gray (2007) 

reiterated earlier views that for Accelerated Literacy to be effective teachers need to 

change their mindset about how Indigenous children learn English literacy. To 

achieve this he continued to call for “progressive and supportive mentoring over 

time” (p. 6).  

As time went on, the frontline implementers became more flexible. As the 

previous phase faltering implementation showed, some frontline implementers and 

bureaucrats called for replication and fidelity without adaptation in order to control 

the quality of Accelerated Literacy teaching practices. When discussing professional 

learning materials, academic Alistair suggested that frontline implementers “be very 

careful about having a right way” and advised “as you educate people and they know 

what they are doing…they can adapt...” This reflects the views of the adapters in the 

phase faltering implementation.   

Frontline implementer Ida agreed that there needed to be flexibility for 

teachers who understood the principles:   

I think in the last couple of years people have realised yes, we have to be more 

flexible.  If the basis is there and people know why they’re doing things certain 

ways yes, there’s got to be some flexibility and I’m not going to lose sleep over it at 

night.  
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Nonetheless, bureaucrat Marion, reflecting on how things had changed over 

the years stated that the memories of purists were fresh:  

People are still hanging onto this idea of what it was…when it first came in it was a 

very rigid, sharp edged package…since then the whole process has … been 

evolving which it should be and what we say to people is the sequence is still tight 

but you don’t have to do frigging tic-tac-toe and word recognition...It’s a good little 

game but we’re not saying it’s the only one, whereas before people were locked into 

this very rigid way of doing it. And we had someone apologise because they’d used 

a slightly different cloze activity and we said “No, that’s great. What’s the purpose 

of the activity? Blah. Does your activity achieve it?  Yes, fine.   

 Marion’s comments about “people still hanging on” suggest that there 

remained a lack of shared understanding between teachers, frontline implementers 

and bureaucrats in relation to adaptation.  

Taken together, these comments suggest that strategies for replication and 

adaptation were still not part of an overarching implementation plan. Earlier 

concerns about implementation fidelity and quality control remained an issue for the 

reformers. This is evident in NALP meeting notes that state, “quality assurance 

support for teachers” was cited as one of the “most significant needs” (NALP, 

October, 2008).  

Much of the focus of implementation remained on providing resources or 

planning to enable the frontline implementers and academics to effectively bring 

about teacher change. By now, the Northern Territory Department of Education 

Accelerated Literacy team (frontline implementers) was situated in central and 

regional offices as well as hub schools. Thus, unlike the previous phases, the 
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frontline implementers and project managers now had a physical presence in the 

Department. This reflected the wider acceptance for Accelerated Literacy in schools 

and suggests that in some ways Accelerated Literacy was part of the system. 

Nonetheless, the reformers were cognisant of the contested space in the system, 

noting that there was a need to “…be aware that AL is changing an embedded 

culture of education” (NALP, April, 2007) and in another meeting it was noted that 

the reformers needed to consider “How embedded is the system?” (NALP, July, 

2008). That “human, financial and political” conditions impacted on scaling-up AL 

was also noted however these weren’t elaborated. This all suggests that reformers 

were aware of the conditions that impact on the place of Accelerated Literacy in the 

system. The extent to which these conditions had been addressed wasn’t clear. 

Nonetheless, these findings indicate that although there was a greater acceptance of 

Accelerated Literacy in schools and the system, questions about whether Accelerated 

Literacy was systematised remained.  

7.4 Rebooting schools  

7.4.1 Starting again and again  

Rebooting schools is a term developed by frontline implementers, attempting 

to achieve the impossible task of meeting the implementation metrics in the face of 

catastrophic staff turnover in remote schools. The target of 100 schools by the end of 

2008 remained a goal for the frontline implementers and bureaucrats however the 

view that this could be achieved was becomingly increasingly challenged. 

Bureaucrat Carol:  
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…we worked really hard to get up to the 100 schools and we could probably 

achieve that because every time the schools rebooted that is we had to start all over 

… because they lost staff or they’d lost their leadership and one school had been 

rebooted three or four times for those reasons, and each reboot meant a new school 

was added.  I think we made it to 98 schools or something…  

As demonstrated in the phases scaling-up a pilot project and faltering 

implementation reformers perceived that high levels of teacher turnover in small 

remote schools impacted greatly on the capacity of the frontline implementers to 

achieve the metrics of 100 schools. This turnover was especially problematic when a 

key staff member left the school. In some small schools, everybody left at the end of 

the school year and “all the knowledge walked out the door”. For reformers, high 

staff turnover could “devastate a community school program” and it could “take 

years to re-establish the program in small schools” (NALP, 2007). But they started 

again. And each time they did, they counted the school again. They called this 

“rebooting schools”. For the frontline implementers, rebooting schools was a 

legitimate way to acknowledge their investment in a school when they had to start 

over again. This also explained why, even after years of participating in AL, teachers 

in some schools may not have been fully trained.   

7.4.2 Counting the school again and again  

Frontline implementer Felicity recounted the impact of this turnover on a 

school they were involved in this way:       

So when she left it was like all the knowledge walked out of the school…’cause 

they’d had teacher turnover and she’d always been there to bring them on board 

really quickly. When she left that was it. So that’s the thing about what you need to 
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get it going. You do need a supportive principal and a good coordinator and if 

you’ve got that, and you’ve got support coming into the school, then teachers 

changing you can cope with, but when all of that walks out it’s like starting again. 

They used to call it rebooting a school [laughs]. Some schools were rebooted like 

three or four times, because everybody left.  

Reformers adapted to high turnover and the need to meet the metrics by 

rebooting schools. Some schools were rebooted up to five times, and therefore 

counted as five schools.   

Bureaucrat Carol said:  

We worked really hard to get up to the 100 schools and we could probably achieve 

that because every time the schools rebooted that is we had to start all over because 

they lost staff or they’d lost their leadership and one school had been rebooted three 

or four times for those reasons, and each reboot meant a new school was added.  

However, bureaucrat Andrew described rebooting as “bizarre”. He stated: 

And there was this other bizarre thing where they had to get 100 schools and they 

were saying we are up to 53 schools and I was saying well I can only find 42, you 

know? And then eventually we found out a secret thing that I didn’t know that they 

were counting the number of schools that started, so if they started, stopped and 

started again…there was a school that was counted five times, because it stopped 

and started so many times…  

For some reformers meeting the implementation metrics of 100 schools 

within five years was not feasible. Frontline implementer Ida explained it this way: 

Well the contract was to scale-up to a hundred schools so they were always under 

pressure to get these so called 100 schools, and the schools were recycled around in 

restarts and so on, so that became a very neat way of saying we can’t, we haven’t 

actually got the schools on board because it is actually a complex thing to do… 
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 This suggests that the challenges of geography, metrics and pace identified in 

the phase faltering implementation remained. However, during the phase improving 

implementation the frontline implementers found a way to overcome these 

challenges by rebooting schools. In light of the positive evaluations of improving 

implementation this suggests that some of the implementation challenges were 

masked by the metrics.    

7.5 Accelerated literacy, closing the gap?  

7.5.1 Measuring and reporting student achievement data   

Measuring, comparing and reporting student achievement data remained an 

important focus for reformers involved during this phase. In a NALP meeting 

involving academics, bureaucrats and project managers it was noted that there were a 

“high number of students starting at 0 including students in years 4, 5, 6 and beyond 

and that “many students are progressing but have not reached benchmark” due to “a 

low starting base” (NALP, April, 2007). That is, not achieving a score of 90% or 

above reading accuracy reading a transition level text.   

Despite the challenges assessing non-readers NALP (December, 2007) 

reported, “MAP data is available. A number of AL schools have indicated that this 

preliminary data is showing improved achievement of national literacy and 

numeracy benchmarks that may be attributed to the AL program”.  

Furthermore, bureaucrat Andrew reported that in 2007 “…across 60 schools 

the IL growth was 1.18 and TORCH was 1.35 and had targeted a population that was 

85% Indigenous. (NALP, July, 2008). It was noted however that these are “raw 

scores” and that “caution in interpretation” was needed to “avoid over 
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simplification” of these reports of Accelerated Literacy progress drawn from IL and 

TORCH data (NALP, April, 2007). Further, NALP called for future directions to 

focus on “improving validity of conclusions” (NALP, April, 2007).      

In August 2008 an interview with academic Dr Lea (co-author of Learning 

Lessons and a reformer) was published in a newsletter produced by the School for 

Social and Policy Research at Charles Darwin University (CDU). Lea (2008) 

reported “1,043 students progressing at one or more reading levels per year, a jump 

of 58 per cent compared to 2006” and described this as “a staggering improvement in 

the number of students rapidly closing the gap” (p. 1). Echoing the sentiments of the 

academics and frontline implementers in the phase scaling-up a pilot project Lea 

argued “It goes to show we’re not dealing with kids that can’t be taught” and went 

on to say, “In fact, it’s an amazing achievement when you consider the proportion of 

older non-readers that entered the program and the extremely high levels of teacher 

turnover in some schools” (p. 1). However Lea failed to mention that the assessment 

data of non-readers was not included in the analysis. Nor did Lea urge caution when 

drawing conclusions from the data. Given that this article was produced by CDU the 

aim was likely to promote Accelerated Literacy. This would explain the claims such 

as staggering improvements, closing the gap, and not dealing with kids who can’t be 

taught based on the limited data.  

Nonetheless, the issue of assessing non-readers was addressed in another 

publication produced by CDU (2009) who reported, “more than one third of the 

tested students failed the IL test, a statistic that has remained consistent since 2006” 

(p. 2). It was also reported that research would be undertaken to better understand the 

progress of these non-readers and that this would build on previous research that 
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found, “…that almost 40 per cent of 2005 non-readers were classified as readers by 

2007, but that 23 per cent remained non-readers. The rest of the students were either 

not tested again, or left the program.” (p.2) 

The same article reported positive results for students who did achieve an IL 

and/or TORCH score, stating that “In 2008, many Northern Territory students in the 

National Accelerated Literacy Program progressed at an above-expected rate for 

reading and comprehension” (CDU, 2009, p.2). Referring to figure 15 below, CDU 

concluded, “This means that every year since NALP’s inception in 2004, students 

with recorded assessments have achieved above the expected progress rate in both 

tests.” (p. 2)  

FIGURE 14: NALP 2008 STUDENT PROGRESS 

 

Figure 15. NALP student progress 2008. From Charles Darwin University (2009, p. 2).  

Excerpts from notes of meetings between academics, bureaucrats and project 

managers during this phase showed a strong belief, despite the previous 

implementation challenges, that Accelerated Literacy was widely viewed as 

effective. In a NALP meeting dated July, 2008 it was noted that, “AL has shown to 

be the best program, nothing available to replace it” and in a meeting dated October, 

2008 it was noted, “AL does make a difference; AL is the first real hope for closing 

the Gap” (p. 58).    
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7.5.2 Conflating intervention and implementation  

In 2008 researchers from Monash University (2008) conducted an evaluation 

of the national implementation of Accelerated Literacy on behalf of the 

Commonwealth Department of Education, Science and Training. The evaluators 

answered the following research questions: Does the AL methodology produce 

improved literacy outcomes?  If it does work, what are the factors for success? Data 

was collected during 2007 when a research team spent one day in 21 NALP schools 

in Western Australia, Queensland, South Australia and the Northern Territory. 

During these visits the research team interviewed staff who were involved in the 

implementation of Accelerated Literacy and used this data to develop case studies. 

Additionally, during mid-2007, Accelerated Literacy staff in 85 schools completed a 

total of 290 questionnaires. Evaluators also drew on progress reports prepared to 

meet Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) 

contractual performance indicators, as well as assessment data made available by 

CDU (2008, p. 2-3).   

The evaluators were not able to find conclusive evidence of the effectiveness 

of the Accelerated Literacy methodology due to “weaknesses in the assessment data” 

and ad hoc “modification of the Accelerated Literacy teaching strategies” (Monash 

University, 2008, p. 9). Nevertheless, they reported that participants perceived the 

AL methodology as effective, “with participants rating it as 3.6 or higher on a scale 

of 1-5” (p. 8). The evaluators also found that ‘...the program has been rolled out 

efficiently...the targets set for performance outcomes were met’ (p. 21) and 

recommended that the program be continued, albeit with some modifications to the 

implementation strategies and the pedagogy (p. 21).    
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The inter-relationship between intervention effectiveness and implementation 

conditions were raised by the evaluators who stated, “It is problematical to focus on 

classroom pedagogy without acknowledging the larger factors that mediate students’ 

engagement in schooling – a literacy intervention program as such cannot provide a 

panacea for Indigenous education” (Monash University, 2008, p. 21). These “larger 

factors” were school and community contextual issues rather than issues related to 

organisational or school capacity that may impact on the large-scale implementation 

of the program, as discussed in the preliminary review of the scaling-up and 

implementation literature in Chapter 1: Introduction.   

7.6 Conclusion  

The phase improving implementation suggests that reformers conceived 

scaling-up as faltering and responded in a range of ways depending on their differing 

goals. The sub-process scaling-up in an era of accountability established the 

political and social imperative of closing the gap of Indigenous disadvantage. 

Coupled with a bleak assessment of the benchmark literacy achievement of 

Indigenous students attending remote Northern Territory schools this firmly situated 

this phase of scaling-up AL in a high stakes context.  

The sub-process scaling-up in an era of evidence-based reform showed that 

some reformers perceived Accelerated Literacy as suitable for all children regardless 

of age or background; while other reformers perceived AL as targeting marginalised 

Indigenous learners. Further, some academics engaged in a process of aligning 

Accelerated Literacy and English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) 

practices however they all had different interpretations. Questions about the place of 
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oral language development in Accelerated Literacy were also raised by frontline 

implementers who were trained to teach EAL/D. This indicates that questions 

remained unresolved about the relevance of Accelerated Literacy as it stood for 

Indigenous students learning EAL/D.  

The sub-process Accelerated Literacy, closing the Gap? showed that 

academics, bureaucrats and project managers perceived a marked improvement in 

implementation including: the phases of teacher development training model; 

centralised and site based delivery of professional learning; less resistance from 

teachers and within the Department of Education; a more relaxed approach on the 

part of the frontline implementers when training teachers; and improved student 

achievement. Challenges assessing the literacy development of non-readers and 

achieving quality control of teaching practices (e.g. fidelity) remained, as did 

questions about whether Accelerated Literacy was embedded in the Department of 

Education. Nonetheless, reformers generally believed that AL was making a 

difference and closing the gap. 

7.6.1 Implementation stages (full operation) 

In this section I compare the findings of the phase improving implementation 

with the fourth of Fixsen et al.’s (2005) stages of implementation: full operation. 

Fixsen et al. (2005) reported that full operation involves “practitioners implementing 

the program with fidelity most of the time, and achieving the same effect as the 

original evidence-based program” (p. 16). Along with the findings of the previous 

phase, this phase improving implementation shows that this wasn’t the case. Fidelity 

hadn’t been established despite several attempts on the part of developers, frontline 
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implementers and project managers. And since Accelerated Literacy wasn’t 

evidence-based—as defined by Fixsen et al. (2005)—it was not possible to 

determine if the same effect as the original evidence-based program was achieved. 

Furthermore, Fixsen et al. (2005) argued that full operation is realised when “new 

learning becomes integrated into practitioner, organisational, and community 

practices, policies and procedures” (p. 17). That is, “the implemented program 

becomes fully operational with full staffing complements, full client loads and the 

realities of doing business” and over time the innovation becomes accepted practice 

(p. 17). While Accelerated Literacy was becoming more accepted the findings of this 

phase suggest that full operation hadn’t been achieved because these changes 

weren’t widespread.  

It is important to note that it can take between two and four years for full 

operation to be achieved (Fixsen et al., 2005). At the end of this phase improving 

implementation Accelerated Literacy had been implemented at scale for four years 

however given the implementation challenges outlined in the previous phases it is 

reasonable to expect that full implementation wouldn’t have been achieved in many 

schools. Further, Fixsen et al. (2005) stated that “changing the status quo takes time” 

and to achieve this “implementation of evidence-based practices and programs 

initially may take persistent efforts over longer periods of time” (p. 71). And 

although there was less resistance to “changing the status quo” in the Department of 

Education and in schools than during previous phases, change didn’t appear to be 

deeply spread (Coburn, 2003) within the Department of Education and schools.    

In addition, Fixsen et al. (2005) noted that the “anticipated benefits should be 

realised at this point” (p. 17). The goal was for 10,000 students to participate in 
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scaling-up AL, of which 90% were to be attending remote Northern Territory 

schools. Hence, the English literacy achievement of 9,000 Indigenous students was 

expected to be accelerated more than one reading year per year. As reported by 

Robinson et al. (2009) of the 1,657 Indigenous students attending remote schools 

who had annualised Individual Reading Level (IL) test scores (57.3% of the total 

sample) 19% achieved an overall reading rate of .95 reading years per year (p. 8). 

This was compared to “46% for other sub samples of students” (Robinson et al., 

2009, p. 127). Robinson et al. (2009) also found that Accelerated Literacy was not 

effective for young or older readers who had not yet learned to decode. Thus, despite 

some success, the anticipated benefits had not yet been achieved. 

7.6.2 Implementation stages (innovation)  

In this final section of this chapter I compare the findings of the phase 

improving implementation with the fifth of Fixsen et al.’s (2005) stages of 

implementation: innovation. Fixsen et al. (2005) reported that innovation involves 

“an ongoing process of refinement” in order to adapt to changing conditions (p. 17). 

According to these authors refinement involves learning more about the intervention 

and “the conditions under which it can be used with fidelity and good effect” (p. 17). 

During this stage the “definition and operations of an evidence-based program” may 

change to the extent that a “new round of experimental outcome studies” is needed to 

“confirm the overall benefits of the revised program” (p. 17). Since scaling-up AL 

didn’t achieve full implementation it would not be expected that innovation would 

occur. However, innovation did occur during the phase faltering implementation. 

The problem with this was that innovation occurred before full operation had been 
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achieved. Thus, innovation occurred before fidelity had been established rather than 

afterwards. The extent to which this impacted on implementation effectiveness is 

unknown.  

Nonetheless, the reformers involved during this phase engaged in a process 

of refinement in relation to both the Accelerated Literacy approach and 

implementation. In this phase academics refined Accelerated Literacy practices by 

comparing them to EAL/D practices and making recommendations for practice. 

Academics also identified the place of oral language in the Accelerated Literacy 

approach. Nonetheless, academics had different standpoints and interpretations and 

therefore the refinements differed. Frontline implementers adapted in an unplanned 

way to implementation challenges by rebooting schools. Not only did this enable 

frontline implementers to achieve the implementation metrics, it was also a way of 

ensuring that the often arduous work frontline implementers had put into schools 

was counted when schools experienced turnover and “all the knowledge walked out 

the door”.  Thus, while reformers engaged in a process of refinement this was in 

response to implementation challenges rather than a planned, research informed 

approach to system wide change. 

Academics, frontline reformers and project managers also refined the 

professional learning and this resulted in a perception that implementation had 

improved. Nonetheless, the effectiveness of this professional learning in relation to 

changed teacher practice is unknown as teachers modified the approach (Monash 

University, 2008). Further, not all teachers received all of the professional learning 

and many didn’t feel confident teaching Accelerated Literacy (Robinson et al., 

2009).      
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CHAPTER 8: WINDING DOWN (2009-2010) 

8.1 Overview  

The previous phase improving implementation established that academics, 

bureaucrats, frontline implementers and project managers engaged in a process of 

developing implementation capacity by making improvements to professional 

learning. Although there was less resistance to scaling-up AL in schools and the 

Department of Education, questions remained about whether Accelerated Literacy 

was embedded in the system. During this phase reformers expressed optimism for 

scaling-up AL and believed that it made a difference to the English literacy 

achievement of Indigenous students attending remote Northern Territory Schools 

however challenges remained assessing non-readers.      

In this chapter I present and explain the phase winding down. The phase 

winding down involved academics, bureaucrats, frontline implementers and project 

managers. Winding down explains the process reformers engaged in as they 

participated in the final phase of scaling-up AL. The phase winding down consists of 

three sub-processes: (1) scaling-up in an era of evidence-based reform; (2) 

competing for system support; and (3) conceptions of failure and success. The 

diagram below shows the sub-processes and focused codes that comprise the phase 

winding down. 
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The sub-process scaling-up in an era of educational accountability 

establishes the policy context of evidence-based literacy research and the 

recommended practices derived from this. However a range of notions of evidence-

based literacy were evident in policy and recommendations for practice.  

The sub-process competing for system support offers a window on the ways 

that reformers responded to changing policy, funding and organisational conditions 

that resulted in a shift from scaling-up to winding-down. Despite these changing 

conditions winding-down didn’t result in a complete lack of system support for the 

continued implementation of Accelerated Literacy. In the policy era of National 

Partnerships education departments were required to implement evidence-based 

literacy programs. Accelerated Literacy was one of five “evidence-based” literacy 

programs endorsed by the Northern Territory Department of Education that regions 

and schools could choose from. In response, frontline implementers engaged in a 

process of competing for system-wide support whereby they harnessed student 

achievement data and re-badged Accelerated Literacy to align with definitions of 

evidence-based literacy in order to influence regional directors.  

In the final sub-process conceptions of failure and success reformers, 

reflecting on scaling-up AL, perceived Accelerated Literacy as a successful approach 

when certain conditions were in place. However they called for future reform 

attempts to be implemented slowly and realistically.        
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8.2 Scaling-up in an era of evidence-based reform 

8.2.1 English literacy policies and research 

Evidence-based literacy policy and practices  

In late 2008 the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) Reform 

Council set out the national education reform agenda in the National Education 

Agreement (NEA) (COAG Reform Council, 2009). Together, Stronger Schools 

National Partnerships (National Partnerships) and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Education Action Plan (NAEP) were the key policy levers to achieve the 

target to halve the gap in reading, writing and numeracy achievements for 

Indigenous students (Australian Curriculum and Reporting Authority [ACARA], 

2011). This saw an end to supplementary per capita funding under the Indigenous 

Education Strategic Initiatives Program (IESIP) to improve the English literacy 

achievement of Indigenous students; all Indigenous education funding was now 

embedded within the NEA (ACARA, 2011).  

The National Partnerships relevant to this study were: Literacy and 

Numeracy; and Low Socio-Economic Status School Communities (ACARA, 2011). 

A central element of the National Partnership Literacy was “effective and evidence-

based literacy teaching in all Australian schools” (Department of Education, 

Empoyment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2008b, p. 1). The National 

Partnership on Low Socio-economic Status (SES) was aimed at “…addressing social 

inclusion, including responding to Indigenous disadvantage” and had a strong focus 

on literacy. This link between Indigenous students and disadvantage was also evident 

in the National Partnership Literacy which included a focus on “targeting students 
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from disadvantaged backgrounds” and, in particular, “Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander students, who are falling behind in literacy and/or numeracy” (DEEWR, 

2008b, p. 2). Neither the National Partnership on Low Socio-economic Status (SES) 

nor the National Partnership Literacy acknowledged the second language learning 

needs of Indigenous students. As in the previous phases, Indigenous students were 

positioned as disadvantaged first language learners who were behind. This further 

conflated the language learning needs of second language learners with those of 

disadvantaged students.  

On the other hand, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education 

Action Plan (2010–2014) (NAEP) clearly positioned Indigenous students as second 

language learners, described in the NAEP as multilingual (Ministerial Council for 

Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs [MCEECDYA], 2010). 

The NAEP called for multi-level action at the national, systemic and local level 

focused on priority domains “that evidence shows will contribute to improved 

outcomes in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education” (MCEECDYA, 2010, 

p. 5). One of these priority domains was English literacy.  

National level action in the priority domain of literacy focused on working 

with local providers to establish “a national database of effective, evidence-based 

literacy and numeracy strategies to support the sharing of best practice” and in 

particular, that “bilingual and bidialectal evidence-based strategies will be 

considered for inclusion in the database” (MCEECDYA, 2010, p. 21). While this 

notion of evidence-based bilingual education was a positive sign, the ongoing 

debates about the effectiveness of bilingual education in the Northern Territory 

prevailed (Devlin, 2011). The arguments mirrored those of the previous phases; that 
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Indigenous students’ participating in bilingual programs don’t achieve age-

appropriate English literacy benchmarks. Perhaps the intention to establish an 

evidence-base of bilingual strategies was an attempt to address this. Even so, the 

place of bilingual education in Northern Territory government schools remained the 

subject of political debate during this time (Devlin, 2011). For some, bilingual 

education remained central to achieving the policy goals of self-determination 

(Nicholls, 2005) and vital for learning English language and literacy (Devlin, 2011).   

The language backgrounds of Indigenous students were also the focus of 

NAEP actions at the systemic level. To achieve this, the NAEP called on the system 

to ensure that “teachers working in remote schools with multilingual students are 

appropriately prepared with English as an Additional Language and/or Dialect 

(EAL/D) strategies” (MCEECDYA, 2010, p. 21). Measures of success required at 

the system level focused on assessing “student progress in the acquisition of skills in 

Standard Australian English (MCEECDYA, 2010, p. 21). This suggests that even 

though Indigenous learners were positioned as second language learners with 

specific language learning needs that success was to be judged according to age-

appropriate benchmarks rather than phases of EAL/D development.    

Another strategy in the NAEP was to prioritise resources and support by 

identifying “focus schools” as “sites for specific action under national partnership 

agreements” (MCEECDYA, 2010, p. 6). Focus schools were defined as primary 

schools with an Indigenous student enrolment of 75% or more, and 25% or more 

Indigenous students below the national benchmark standard in reading and writing 

(MCEECDYA, 2010, p. 6). Focus schools were schools “with the greatest need and 
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where efforts should be focused to make the greatest difference” (MCEECDYA, 

2010, p. 8).  

Local level action for focus schools outlined in the NAEP reflected both a 

multilingual perspective and the findings of the National Inquiry into the Teaching 

of Literacy (NITL) (Rowe et al., 2005). That is, focus schools would: (1) “have in 

place a whole-of school-approach to the teaching and learning of Standard 

Australian English literacy which: builds from students’ home language(s) where 

SAE is a second or further language; and (2) “uses an integrated and balanced 

approach to reading that includes explicit teaching of phonemic awareness, phonics, 

fluency, vocabulary knowledge and text comprehension” in the first three years of 

school (and beyond if necessary) (p. 21).    

Dynamic definitions of Accelerated Literacy in the early years  

Concerns were raised about the effectiveness of Accelerated Literacy in the 

early years during the phase faltering implementation. The findings of this phase 

suggest that these concerns prevailed. Robinson et al. (2009) stated: 

Teachers’ reported “gaps and uncertainties” about “the AL strategies for early 

literacy skills acquisition and about how to incorporate their existing teaching skills 

and training around phonological awareness, letter/sound knowledge, word attack 

skills and spelling, into the AL approach.” (p. 7)  

In response to this, Robinson et al. (2009) concluded that Accelerated 

Literacy:  

…should in fact be more explicit in its approach to early literacy development. AL 

theory is not sufficiently prescriptive in early skills acquisition, with the result that 
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teachers must find their own way to incorporate appropriate methods into the AL 

approach.” (p. 7)  

Looking back, reformers also expressed concerns about the appropriateness 

of Accelerated Literacy in the early years of school as it didn’t teach phonics.  

Bureaucrat Zoe said:   

…I think to accelerate kids learning where they haven’t got the foundations, to give 

them a foundation where that’s been lost within that program. I think there are 

questions about whether it’s appropriate methodology for the very early years… 

And I still think it’s an awesome, awesome teaching strategy and it has a place. But 

maybe, you know, in the pressure to scale it up we didn’t really look at what that 

place might be and how we can support it to have that place.   

Bureaucrat Uma described this as “over-claiming” and not only questioned 

the appropriateness of Accelerated Literacy in the early years but also viewed this as 

a consequence of the early phases of scaling-up:     

…  I had senses of its flaws like, again, in its halcyon days when Brian was allowed 

to say what he pleased and everyone would just believe him, it was over-claimed 

and one of the over-claims was that it was a program that affected, or was relevant 

for, all age groups across primary school and it was very clear early on that early 

childhood and older children, much older children, needed something different, that 

it was a program designed for middle school and it had its best effects there.     

Also believing that Accelerated Literacy was more suitable for students in the 

middle primary years, frontline implementer Beth said:  

The scaffolding nature of the program really was fabulous in terms of extending 

that student once they’d grasped those early skills.  
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Similarly, bureaucrat Anthony believed that Accelerated Literacy was “very 

effective” with “Indigenous students on the reading pathway…and that it produces 

results which are quite dramatic with that group”.  

English literacy benchmark achievement  

In 2008 the National Assessment Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) 

replaced National Benchmark testing (Ministerial Council for Education Early 

Childhood Development and Youth Affairs [MCEECDYA], 2008). As with National 

Benchmark testing, NAPLAN was an annual assessment of Australian students in 

government and non-government schools in years 3, 5, 7 and 9 in Reading, Writing, 

Language Conventions (Spelling, Grammar and Punctuation) and Numeracy 

assessment domains. In 2010 MCEECDYA reported that the percentage of 

Indigenous students in remote and very remote Northern Territory schools achieving 

benchmark literacy outcomes were the lowest in the country (MCEECDYA, 2010, p. 

191). The “target” that drove actions outlined in the NAEP was to “Halve the gap in 

reading, writing and numeracy achievement between Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander students and non-Indigenous students by 2018” (MCEECDYA, 2010, p. 

20). Halving the gap rather than closing it completely suggests that the Australian 

government understood the challenges of reforming Indigenous education. It is 

against this policy and research backdrop that this phase, winding down occurred. 

8.2.2 Differing interpretations of evidence-base for Accelerated Literacy 

In 2009, Accelerated Literacy was endorsed by the Steering Committee for 

the Review of Government Service Provision for overcoming Indigenous 

disadvantage [SCRGSP], 2009, p. 34) as “Things that work” in Indigenous contexts. 
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To make this claim the SCRGSP (2009) drew on “An evaluation by the Charles 

Darwin University that found that the 2007 average progress rate for the NT 

Accelerated Literacy students was 1.18 reading year levels per year” (p. 4.34). 

However, this wasn’t an evaluation but rather a summary of the system-level 

assessment of student progress in Accelerated Literacy schools in the Northern 

Territory during 2007 that was available online (CDU, 2009).  

The SCRGSP (2009) failed to note the percentage of participating students 

whose achievement was included and how many of these were Indigenous. When 

this information is included the average progress rate for Indigenous attending 

remote schools told a different story. For example, Charles Darwin University 

(2007c) reported a total of “6,781 students…participated in the AL program at some 

time during 2007” however IL assessment sequences were only available for 2,454 

students (p. ii). Of the 6,781 participating students, 84.6% (n5738) were Indigenous. 

It is not clear what percentage of the 2,454 students were Indigenous. Although pre-

post IL assessment was collected from 2,454 students, 34.8% (n855) of IL 

assessment sequences were not included in the analysis. This was because these 

students “were assessed to be unsuccessful using the Transition-level text for both 

assessments in the sequence” (CDU, 2007c, p. ii). The majority of these students 

(n852) were Indigenous (CDU, 2007c). Thus, the progress rate of 1.18 reading year 

levels was derived from analysis of pre-post IL data that included sequences for 

1,599 participating students. Of the 1599 students it is unclear how many were 

Indigenous. Hence, the analysis excluded many participating students, either because 

they didn’t have a sequence of pre-post assessment data, or they did but were 

unsuccessful and this data was omitted. This all raises doubt about the claim that 
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Accelerated Literacy works for Indigenous students attending remote schools. 

Further, attributing effectiveness to a literacy approach based on student 

achievement data alone doesn’t meet the criteria of scientific evidence that Rowe et 

al. (2005) argued for.  

To determine the evidence-base for Accelerated Literacy the Northern 

Territory Department of Education (NTDET, 2010c) conducted a Literacy Literature 

Review for Evidence Based Practices Framework. From the literature NTDET 

(2011a) developed an Evidence Based Practices Framework (EBPF). The scope of 

the NTDET (2010a) review was limited to research conducted in the United 

Kingdom (UK), United States of America (US) and Australia. It drew on 

“…research that involved a meta-analysis of current research” (e.g. Rose, 2005; 

NRP, 2000; Rowe et al., 2005) and large scale research studies conducted in a wide 

range of schools” (e.g. Louden et al., 2005; Hattie, 2009; Freebody, 2007) (NTDET, 

2010a, p. 1). NTDET (2010a) argued that “…findings from these studies are more 

likely to be transferable when applied to the range of learning contexts in the NT” (p. 

1).  

From the review of the literature NTDET (2010a) developed an Evidence 

Based Literacy and Numeracy Practices Framework (EBPF). The EBPF supports a 

balanced view of literacy that draws on pedagogy derived from psychological, 

social-constructivist and socio-cultural theories of learning and thus, includes both 

qualitative and quantitative research. Therefore, the criteria are broad and address 

both the systematic and explicit teaching of literacy skills such as phonemic 

awareness and phonics, and strategies for literacy development such as “cooperative 

learning”, “scaffolding” and “a supportive and productive classroom” (pp. 12-13).   
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The purpose of the EBPF was to define the critical features of effective 

literacy teaching programs (NTDET, 2010c). This was intended to “assist policy 

writers and educators, program developers and teachers to evaluate whether a 

literacy…program is evidence based, determine whether the program is suitable for 

the learning context and aspects of the program that need to be “modified or 

supplemented” (NTDET, 2010c, p. 1). The Northern Territory Department of 

Education and program owners evaluated five literacy programs using the EBPF, one 

of which was Accelerated Literacy (NTDET, 2010b). As a result of this evaluation 

the Department of Education endorsed Accelerated Literacy as an evidence-based 

program.   

The Northern Territory Department of Education and Training (NTDET) 

reported, “…there may need to be greater emphasis on particular areas of literacy 

learning such as work with particular phonemes and combinations of phonemes in 

English that do not exist in the home language of multilingual learners” (2010a, p. 

7). In relation to the modes of English NTDET reported that “programs that integrate 

the teaching of these various components or oral language, reading and writing 

simultaneously are more successful in improving literacy for language-minority 

students” (p. 7). In relation to this NTDET (2010a) argued that the development of 

English literacy is most effective when vocabulary and background knowledge about 

language and concepts are linked to prior knowledge and scaffolded; and students 

are supported to listen to and comprehend language within their zone of proximal 

development (p. 20). The NTDET (2010a) also recommended structured, intensive 

and ongoing oral language development that is integrated with reading and writing 

instruction is recommended for students learning EAL/D (pp. 20-21). Finally, 
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NTDET (2010a) argued that this finding reflected Krashen’s (1981) theory of 

second-language acquisition. This was the only other reference to second language 

learning in the NTDET (2010a) review.   

8.3 Competing for system support   

8.3.1 Bringing it back into the system  

In 2009, the final year of scaling-up AL, Ladwig and Sarra (2009) conducted 

a review of the structure of the Northern Territory Department of Education and 

recommended that “stronger regional support structures” be established (p. 32). This 

included regionalising the decision-making, funding and implementation of 

evidence-based literacy programs. Along with the shifting national policy and 

funding context described above, this created the conditions in the Department of 

Education that led to winding down AL.  

At the end of 2009 when funding for scaling-up AL ceased National 

Partnerships policy and the regionalisation of Northern Territory schools was 

beginning to take effect. Now, Northern Territory schools—in conjunction with 

regional leaders—were able to choose their literacy approach from the suite of five 

evidence-based literacy programs endorsed by the Department of Education. 

Literacy coaches situated in regional centres and hub schools provided teacher 

professional learning.  

Bureaucrat Calotina provided some insight into how this impacted on 

scaling-up Accelerated Literacy:    
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…what we’re trying to do is build a resourcing model that reflects the commitment 

of the schools and the regions to a particular program rather than that coming from 

the top out and it’s getting there.    

 This is in contrast to the previous phases scaling-up a pilot project and 

faltering implementation where implementation was largely mandated.    

 Some bureaucrats and project managers viewed winding down AL as an 

inevitable part of the process of implementation. Bureaucrat Colin stated that the 

Australian government was “only ever in it for the short to medium term and 

jurisdictions could now decide if they wanted to implement AL and absorb the cost 

of funding”. Noting the way that the changing policy and funding context shaped 

winding down AL Colin explained the position of the Australian government:  

We decided it was time for the Commonwealth to move on. It didn’t mean, that we 

didn’t think much of the program. It just meant that it was time for those who like it 

and wanted to use it, to fund it. But the world had changed. States were given large 

increases in education funding and the Northern Territory decided that it wanted to 

continue to use it. So they funded it.   

On the other hand, some frontline implementers viewed winding down AL as 

unsatisfactory and wanted the high levels of funding that had supported scaling-up 

AL to continue. These frontline implementers were upset at what they perceived as a 

lack of system support. Frontline implementer Ellen commented that there was “no 

support at the higher levels” for the continued implementation at scale despite its 

proven success. Lamenting the lack of bureaucrat support and ownership in the 

Department of Education Ellen said:       
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AL is finished here, I’m afraid…It is obvious that they see no point to AL at the 

high levels otherwise they would give far more to it…   

 This reflects the perceived lack of support from the system for scaling-up that 

some frontline implementers expressed in the phase faltering implementation.  

Conversely, for project manager Pippa this thinking that the Department of 

Education and/or the Australian government would continue to fund scaling-up AL 

indefinitely was difficult to fathom because she viewed scaling-up AL as project. 

Pippa explained:  

It has been a strange process...wind down more exhausting...frustrations...lack of 

awareness that the grant is finished as far as (frontline implementers) is 

concerned...they don’t get it! They just don’t get it...no awareness of the 

reality...finite beginning...finite end...finite set of activities...that is reality...it hasn’t 

sunk in.  

From a different perspective bureaucrat Uma perceived winding down AL as 

the consequence of changing policy and funding conditions and bureaucrat turnover 

in the Department:   

And of course it meant an environment where, a decision wasn’t made we want to 

kill it, it’s just this is not how the Commonwealth does things anymore and the 

Northern Territory government had, by now, a series of new leaders, none of whom 

had any genetic history with this project. So that was just fate, it seems to me…  

Changing policy and funding conditions and the loss of bureaucrat support is 

a common feature of scaling-up. However, Coburn (2003) argued that scale-up could 

be sustained in these conditions if there was depth, ownership and spread at the 

classroom, school and system-levels. The place of AL in the system evolved during 
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scaling-up AL. Throughout the earlier phases of implementation the Accelerated 

Literacy implementation team were located separately. Bureaucrat Sally described 

this as being, “pushed aside in NDET most of its implementation”. Similarly, 

bureaucrat Carol commented that in the past, AL had been, “…operating as a 

separate program”. Then during the phase improving implementation the Accelerated 

Literacy team were re-located and situated in central and regional offices, along with 

the other literacy programs such as the English as an Additional Language and/or 

Dialect (EAL/D) and First Steps camps. However, for the bureaucrats and project 

managers, it wasn’t until the phase of winding down that Accelerated Literacy 

became part of the system. Ironically, this was because Accelerated Literacy was no 

longer mandated and therefore no longer viewed as privileged.   

Settling AL into where it belongs and integrating AL into the system were 

some of the phrases bureaucrats and project managers used to describe the sub-

process bringing AL back into the system.  

Bureaucrat Carol described this as ensuring that AL was integrated “as a 

system-wide program in line with other programs being delivered to different learner 

groups” and described this as being “naturalised” because until now:   

…it wasn’t operating in a natural environment, it had a lot of money, a lot of 

resources, a lot of special care attached to it, so it’s had to find its own feet if you 

like and it couldn’t really do that when it was privileged as it was in relation to 

other programs...  

 For many reformers, Accelerated Literacy was now competing at the territory 

and regional level with other evidence-based literacy programs. According to 

bureaucrat Colin, since AL had been scaled-up more literacy programs had been 
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developed that were deemed to be evidence-based. Thus, AL needed to compete with 

these other programs for funding. It was now “more competitive than it used to be 

before”.  

8.3.2 Showing the system that AL works  

During the phase winding down bureaucrats replaced earlier goals of systemic 

and sustained change with by terms such as show the system that AL is working; and 

the system needs to see the inputs equal the outputs. Frontline implementers 

harnessed NAPLAN data and engaged in a process of re-badging AL as balanced 

literacy in order to persuade decision-makers that AL worked.      

Bureaucrats at the district level were no longer advocating for Accelerated 

Literacy; only the frontline implementers were. This was in contrast to the phase 

grasping Scaffolding Literacy as the solution where bureaucrats, politicians, 

academics and frontline implementers alike shaped the decision to scale-up AL. As 

in the phase scaling-up a pilot project frontline implementers were engaged in a 

process of trying to persuade bureaucrats in the Department of Education that 

Accelerated Literacy worked. This suggests that scaling-up AL didn’t achieve 

sustained change.  

Harnessing NAPLAN data   

Nonetheless, Accelerated Literacy was one of the five endorsed evidence-

based programs that schools and regions could choose to implement. Thus, to garner 

support for continued implementation post 2009 the frontline implementers were 

advised by bureaucrats that they needed to show the system that AL works. This is 
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reflected in bureaucrat Carol’s advice to the frontline implementers during this 

phase: 

The system needs to see that the outputs equal the inputs…You need to show the 

system that AL works…If the inputs are greater than outputs then system will say it 

is not worth it.  

 This reflects a technical-rational conception of implementation and a linear 

process that is somehow separate from the system; it is up to the frontline 

implementers to “show the system that AL works”. It also reflects the policy 

paradigm of accountability.    

Bureaucrat Katrina also harnessed the discourse of accountability when 

advising the frontline implementers about how to garner the support of the regional 

directors. For bureaucrat Katrina, what was needed to show the system and in 

particular the districts that AL worked was NAPLAN data:   

…AL is one of a repertoire. It needs to establish itself to maintain its position. 

Nothing is a given... It is very important to gather data for each school.  NAPLAN 

data is valued by system and DEWR. IL and WL results are persuasive. But the NT 

government can allocate funding however they like.   

This suggests that both Calotina and Katrina viewed AL in the same light as 

the other evidence-based programs endorsed by the Department of Education. 

Further, this adds weight to the claim that scaling-up AL wasn’t part of the system. 

Thus, it was up to the AL people to persuade the decision-makers that AL works in 

order to ensure its continued implementation in the regions. After five years of 

mandated system-wide implementation the frontline implementers were back at 

square one, trying to convince bureaucrats that AL worked.   
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As with the phase grasping AL as the solution, student assessment data was 

perceived by frontline implementers and bureaucrats alike as a measure of program 

effectiveness. It was as though for them, the process of implementation had no effect 

on student achievement whatsoever. This is not surprising given that many 

bureaucrats viewed implementation as a process of replication.  

Also, as demonstrated in the phase scaling-up a pilot project, the evidence-

base underpinning Accelerated Literacy wasn’t established. And the phase faltering 

implementation showed that implementation fidelity hadn’t been established either. 

Therefore, linking program effectiveness to student achievement data was a crude 

way of determining effectiveness. Of note is that none of the reformers involved 

during this phase mentioned the evidence-based practices framework developed by 

the Department of Education in 2010 (NTDET, 2010c) as a way to determine 

program effectiveness. I conducted interviews after the evidence-based practices 

framework was published and the only reformers who spoke of this were two 

bureaucrats who had a hand in its development (NTDET, 2010c).    

Frontline implementer Marion believed that NAPLAN data demonstrated 

that AL worked in her schools and this had been crucial to sustaining system support 

for implementation. Marion explained that this was what the bureaucrats who were 

making decisions about what evidence-based English literacy program to fund 

valued as a measure of program effectiveness. Marion said:  

… AL has actually worked for us and we’re actually making progress in 

NAPLAN…because progress in NAPLAN is so hard to get in remote schools the 

fact that [name of remote schools] have got progress has protected us and it has 

enabled people to listen…NAPLAN still remains the cheapest and the fastest and 
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the most accepted by upper managers as the test of whether a program’s been 

successful, so luckily we have had that and our results have shown that everywhere.  

According to frontline implementer Marion, not only did NAPLAN show 

that AL worked in these remote schools, it showed that AL was more effective than 

other programs. Frontline implementer Marion explained:   

We even analysed our results last year, the remote Indigenous that are AL and the 

ones that aren’t and did a comparison and we found that in reading …that the AL 

students did better than the non-AL students …And we actually worked out a few 

reasons for that, but we just thought that was actually another little measure just to 

tell people that AL kids that are doing it are actually beating our non-AL kids.  

 This notion of AL students “beating” non-AL students in tests of English 

literacy achievement reinforces the view that these reformers were competing for 

bureaucrat support and funding.     

Rebadging: evidence based balanced literacy  

Showing the system that AL works was problematic for some frontline 

implementers due to what frontline implementer Ida described as “bad press”. 

During the phase faltering implementation some frontline implementers were 

described by bureaucrats and project managers as the “true believers”. These true 

believers were perceived as “zealous” and “cultish”. This zealousness negatively 

influenced perceptions of Accelerated Literacy. Frontline implementer Ida recalled 

that this “bad press” made it difficult to “convince people AL is a great program”. 

Ida perceived that people were “still hanging onto past experiences of AL”.  

Discussing this bad press frontline implementer Frances stated: 



CHAPTER 8: WINDING DOWN (2009-2010) 

307 

 

…some of the team members, they’ve heard bad things about Accelerated Literacy 

and think, ‘Why are we doing it?’ It’s that whole thing where people may not have 

taught it, they’ve just heard ‘bad things’ and, it’s funny how that’s all happened to it 

isn’t it you know? It’s really been quite picked upon. 

To distance Accelerated Literacy from this bad press a number of frontline 

implementers engaged in a process they described as “re-badging”. Re-badging was 

a way to distance Accelerated Literacy from this bad press and increase the chances 

of persuading the regional directors to implement AL. These frontline implementers 

re-badged Accelerated Literacy by aligning its functional components with the 

discourse of changing research and policy that called for balanced and evidence-

based approaches to English literacy education. This suggests that these reformers 

believed that definitions of literacy aligned with policy were more likely to persuade 

the regional directors. Frontline implementer Ida explained her perception of bad 

press and re-badging:      

Yeah, and you know one of the things that I’m trying to do, is I want to keep the 

integrity of the Accelerated Literacy programme here but I’m totally re-badging it 

and re-labelling it…re-badging it around balanced literacy…because what we really 

are teaching is English and at the end of the day…so I’m trying to re-badge it 

here…because of that bad press and because there’s the attitude that if you’re an AL 

person that you’re some sort of zealot and cult member…all sorts of things like this 

and there’s such bad press around it that it’s very hard then to convince people that 

this is a great programme and it does some fantastic things for kids. 

Similarly, frontline implementer Marion explained how and why she re-

badged Accelerated Literacy: 
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Last year, obviously as the political landscape was there and it was quite obvious 

that AL was not the flavour of the month, and I had actually said to [name], I said in 

some ways it would be good if we could re-badge. And that’s why, in a way, we’re 

moving to this Balanced Literacy approach ... it is actually saying you’ve got to 

look at the whole text level and the sentence level and the critical literacy and you 

go right through down to your phonics and you’re actually explicitly teaching 

it…and you’re thinking, you know what? That’s AL. That’s a Balanced Literacy 

approach and whether or not we officially move away from using AL because 

obviously people in other places, higher places, as soon as they hear the initials AL 

it’s like they react against it.   

 The sub-process competing for funding involved frontline implementers 

harnessing student achievement data and the policy discourse of evidence-based 

literacy to persuade regional directors of the merits of Accelerated Literacy. This 

adds weight to the argument that scaling-up Accelerated Literacy wasn’t part of the 

system. There was little, if any ownership, depth of understanding of the AL 

approach or spread within in the Department of Education. Thus, implementation at 

scale was not sustainable.  

8.4 Conceptions of failure and success 

8.4.1 Unrealistic metrics in an era of accountability  

Meeting the implementation metrics was important to all of the reformers 

however some reformers believed that the metrics negatively impacted on the 

implementation process. After the original four year contract, plus a one year 

extension, all metrics had been reported as met. That is, Accelerated Literacy had 

been implemented in 100 schools, 700 teachers had been trained and 10,000 students 

had participated. However, when reflecting on scaling-up AL the reformers involved 
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during this phase concluded that the metrics were unrealistic and that this impacted 

on scaling-up AL.  

For example, bureaucrat Andrew expressed a feeling of apprehension about 

the metrics and in particular because they were high stakes:   

…those dreaded metrics were as much as anything that killed the program, I think 

the dreaded 100 schools, 10000 students… I can’t remember the metrics but I used 

to know them…they were the things that we were going to be judged on, funding 

was going to be on so I remember being on about…  

The excerpt above suggests that bureaucrat Andrew perceived that the 

pressure to achieve the metrics impacted negatively in implementation. Similarly, 

bureaucrat Sally perceived the implementation metrics as problematic and reflected, 

“We set a hurdle for ourselves that we could never actually meet.”   

Bureaucrat Craig described the metrics as an important measure in “a strong 

environment of accountability” where government needs to explain to the public 

where it is investing money and the return on this investment. Reflecting on the 

metrics and how they shaped scaling-up bureaucrat Craig said:  

…I would say that we may have probably, upon reflection, stretched it too far, and 

too thin in its implementation in the NT, it may have been, with the benefit of 

hindsight, a little bit over optimistic about what NALP could achieve, by way of 

NALP and scale in the 04-08 period. We didn’t know that back then though, we 

thought well it is a successful strategy and it can make a good contribution so let’s 

get on with it. It has been our responsibility, like the others, to close the educational 

gap. Looking back on it, maybe we asked a little too much.           
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This suggests that Craig now had a greater awareness of the complexities of 

scaling-up. Compared to the phase grasping AL as the solution and in particular the 

taking a risk, Craig’s reference to closing the educational gap implies that the 

overambitious metrics and pace of change were driven by a political imperative to 

make a difference.  

Project manager Belinda described the metric driven implementation as 

“having a pretend number and then let’s try to meet it by hook or by crook”. This 

notion of a pretend number supports the contention that during the phase grasping 

AL as the solution the metrics were not derived from a well thought out plan. 

Belinda’s comments also suggest that the reformers were using any possible means 

to achieve the metrics. This contention is further supported when Belinda’s 

comments are viewed in light of the phase making it work and in particular the sub-

process rebooting schools. While on the surface it appeared that the metric of 100 

schools was achieved, many schools were counted several times.  

8.4.2 Calling for slow and realistic change   

Start very small, slow down, grow very slowly and take it slowly, slowly are 

the phrases that exemplify reformers’ advice about future attempts to scale-up 

English literacy reform in remote Northern Territory schools. As they reflected on 

their experiences scaling-up AL reformers called for slower pace of implementation 

in order to effectively prepare.    

Frontline implementer Felicity commented:  

And on reflection … we probably should have done it in a slower, more managed 

way, but the need was so enormous.  
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 These comments add weight to the argument that the pace of scaling-up AL 

was shaped by a view that there was an urgent need for change.  

 Bureaucrat Anthony also called for slower pace of implementation and in 

particular a project management approach. Reflecting this project management 

perspective Anthony explained:     

First of all, ah let’s get an independent …review of the data and …the program and 

to measure it against independent criteria for quality. Secondly, if you are confident 

on the basis of that that this program is, is sufficiently… robust and sufficiently 

ready to go develop a mechanism which starts very small, in the target population 

and which grows very slowly…and to progress it very slowly and very cautiously to 

leave your big build up for the later years to make sure that your training is in place 

and to do all of the things that you do if you are in project management.  

This notion of independent criteria for quality comes from quality 

management systems. This description of scaling-up reflects the stages of 

implementation developed by Fixsen et al. (2015).      

Also calling for slow and thoughtful approaches to scale-up bureaucrat Uma 

recommended that future reform attempts be underpinned by sensible 

implementation plans and models. Uma explained:   

So, for me, it would be slow down and start to firstly design your program around 

the literature on scaling because it actually has got some good lessons in there about 

how you might try and make it a much more rational and manageable scheme…. 

base all your design decisions around this ethic of realism and having informed 

yourself on the design criteria for effective scaling.   

Uma played a key role in the phase grasping AL as the solution. During this 

phase it was Uma who called for proof of concept and effectiveness trials and 
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research informed implementation. It appears that Uma perceived that scaling-up AL 

wasn’t informed by research. While Anthony sought an evidence-based program, 

Uma sought research-based design criteria to inform a realistic process of scaling-up.   

Similarly, project manager Belinda urged reformers to conceive of scaling-up 

“realistically”. This meant bottom-up approaches to reform that took account of 

implementation conditions and contexts. Belinda explained:      

Let’s say we’re going to have 100 schools in four years. Let it run for a year, get all 

your systems – what you think might be the best systems to employ to get it done 

and say, “Okay, well based on this, we think realistically we can train this many 

teachers given the challenges working the NT…and so actually realistically, based 

on this model we can train X number of teachers and get 50 schools by the end of 

four years” So it was a bit kind of – conceived the wrong way around but I don’t 

know how you get away from that within those bureaucracies. 

 Here, Belinda has highlighted the paradox of bottom-up and top-down 

approaches when scaling-up is a political and bureaucratic imperative. For project 

manager Belinda, “The whole idea of scaling it up is to make it work at a system 

level” however “I don’t think the best way to approach it was…let’s try and implant 

it”. Belinda explained that instead of “going right, bang…we’re going to have 100 

schools in four years” what was needed was to “work the other way around”. And 

that is the crux of the matter: the needs of the bureaucracy whose goal is to achieve 

the implementation metrics are vastly different to the frontline implementers seeking 

deep change.  

Bureaucrat Calotina perceived scaling-up as top-down and bottom up. She 

explained, “…I…don’t believe that schools should be told which programs they 
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must implement”. Instead, she supported place based decision making combined 

with system support to enable the school to meet diverse learning and community 

needs. Calotina explained that schools “…should give some considered thought to a 

range of things and identify something that works best for their kids, but they need to 

be supported to do that often…” Bureaucrat Calotina explained:   

I tend to belong to actually who don’t believe that schools should be told which 

programs they must implement but actually schools should give some considered 

thought to a range of things and identify something that works best for their kids, 

but they need to be supported to do that often. 

Some reformers questioned a one size fits all approaches to the complex 

problem of Indigenous literacy reform. They believed that effective literacy 

approaches were those developed from the ground up and therefore provided local 

solutions to local problems. Responding to local contexts; schools identifying what 

works best for their kids, adapt to meet diverse needs were some of the phrases 

reformers used to exemplify this view.  

Frontline implementer Ida also called for bottom-up change:  

What advice would I give to people implementing …I would say, “Don’t do it…    

A school has to take on the programme from the grass roots, it can’t be a top-down 

approach, it has to be driven from the bottom up, it has to be something the school 

desperately wants to take on and do, it has to be within that school culture, that 

that’s where you generate support for it  

Ida’s comments are aligned with those of the reformers involved in the phase 

faltering implementation who also perceived the mandated nature of implementation 

as negatively impacting on teacher buy-in.      
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Frontline implementer Felicity also stated that if large-scale implementation 

were to occur again, bottom-up change would be needed, not top-down. Felicity 

said:  

…they want to duplicate success and you can’t. You can but you have to do it 

slowly and strategically and it has to come from the ground up, not the top-down. 

 In the phase scaling-up a pilot process project managers viewed scaling-up 

as a simple process of replication and frontline implementers viewed it as an 

intensive process of deep teacher change. During the phase faltering implementation 

reformers had mixed views however some frontline implementers who had 

previously called for deep teacher change tried to control the quality of teacher 

change and control the integrity of Accelerated Literacy through replication. Now, as 

scaling-up is winding down, bureaucrats, frontline implementers and project 

managers alike agree that top-down, mandated and fast paced implementation at 

scale is neither realistic nor desirable.        

8.4.3 Individual, not systemic and sustained change  

Bureaucrats and frontline implementers believed that scaling-up AL resulted 

in individual success stories but not systemic and sustained change. They agreed that 

scaling-up AL failed to transform Indigenous education because it was not part of 

the system. Nonetheless, they witnessed positive change in individual schools, 

teachers and students. The problem for them was that although there was some deep 

teacher change these cases were isolated. Frontline implementer Rosy explained: 

I think it had an impact more at the personal rather than the systemic level because a 

teacher who has had an epiphany of their own teaching and practice will never teach 
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in the same way again. It’s like having the blinkers taken off and when you see the 

power of what it means to scaffold, to be explicit, to reach kids, to have high 

expectations and reach them up to that zone of proximal development et cetera, 

those teaching practices are enhanced and will always be but I cannot say that 

we’ve left a legacy that is embedded systemically through either at the school level 

or the broader departmental level because it failed in the sense of being taken up as 

a whole. 

As with conflicting conceptions of teacher change outlined in the phase 

scaling-up a pilot project, some frontline implementers believed that deep change 

was necessary for sustained change. Terms such as epiphany, power of what it 

means, and teaching practices enhanced indicate that Rosy viewed depth of 

understanding as integral to sustaining change.  

Reflecting on scaling-up AL, Rosy highlighted the challenges achieving the 

deep change that was needed in order to sustain implementation when 

implementation challenges meant that they were spread too thin. Rosy explained: 

… that deep level change …only happens from weeks, months, terms of one on one 

support by a coordinator who’s helped to shape and transform practice, and I don’t 

think it was ever going to be feasible for the small team of us to reach as many 

schools as we were asked to do. We had I think pockets of success where we – you 

know, it’s clear that where I put the most time and energy we got the best results, 

and where we were rushing in and out and trying to see somebody once a term it 

was next to useless. 

Frontline implementer Ursula believed that scaling-up AL had been sustained 

in some schools where teacher practice was shaped by an understanding of the 

theoretical underpinnings: 
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It is flourishing in schools that have taken it on in a principled manner or should I 

say that students are flourishing in those schools. 

Many reformers perceived scaling-up AL as a success because it effected 

change in schools, with teachers, and with individual children.  

Bureaucrat Calotina, referring to some successful schools said: 

They’re not kicking goals that will make national headlines or anything but they’re 

working with a tricky group of kids and they’re making progress…there are enough 

good stories… they are working with those kids and making a difference.   

For frontline implementer Ida, although success was evident in some schools, 

the large-scale implementation meant:  

There was never the opportunity to repeat those success stories in small ways. Some 

schools along the way, like school came on board and…they went on to actually 

have very successful programmes while there were key people in their schools who 

were driving the programme. It was very isolated those success stories and it wasn’t 

across the board  

For some reformers, although scaling-up AL brought about transformative 

change to the lives of individuals these successes were because scaling-up AL didn’t 

bring about population change.  

Project manager Belinda said:   

The program (scale-up) didn’t work. However, you try telling that to Frank who can 

now read, who has had his prospects improved 200 per cent by [frontline 

implementers’] work that she did there, you think well maybe it was worth it. You 

know, that kind of individual level – maybe frankly not $400,000, but you get the 

idea. Maybe it was.  
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Despite the view by these frontline implementers that scaling-up AL wasn’t 

implemented in a way that enabled deep changes to teacher practice and thus, was 

not sustainable, the longevity of implementation was viewed by some as a success.  

Frontline implementer Felicity had mixed feelings about the success and 

failure of scaling-up AL. Although feeling “a bit depressed” that scaling-up AL 

“fizzled out” she thought, “It's amazing that it ever went to the extent that it did…it's 

amazing that we got as far as we did”. For Felicity, this failure of scaling-up was 

tempered by the longevity of the implementation. Felicity explained:  

So I mean you say in the end, maybe we failed, but we survived for quite a long 

time...it was ten years really. It was 2001 they started the pilot in Alice Springs and 

the Darwin Schools…and so um to think that it's still happening…(in some schools)  

Even though for Felicity, AL had been implemented for a long time, she 

referred to this as surviving. This suggests that for her, sustaining the 

implementation of AL was a battle.   

During this phase many frontline implementers expressed a sense of 

unfulfilled hope, disappointment and sadness that scaling-up AL didn’t transform 

Indigenous education in the Northern Territory.  

Bureaucrat Calotina said: 

Yeah, I mean there was so much teacher [unclear] and positive energy around this 

program, for it to have gone in the direction – to be spent in the direction that it had 

to be spent it’s just very sad really and a lot of burnt out people… 
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Compared to the excitement and belief that scaling-up AL would make a 

difference that reformers experienced during the first phase of scaling-up AL this 

shows the sense of failure these reformers experienced.  

For frontline implementer Rosy, AL “touched” the lives of individual kids, 

teachers and coordinators” but scaling-up AL didn’t achieve its potential because:   

…it all fell over, and I got this – I’ve always had a bit of sadness about that that I 

think I’ll always carry….it had so much more potential. It really could have done 20 

or 50 times more positive results … It did touch lives but it could have touched a 

hundred fold more.     

This reflects the view of these frontline implementers that on the one hand, 

there were pockets of success but on the other implementation had failed because it 

didn’t fulfill the promise of transformation.   

Project manager Belinda highlighted the differences between individual and 

population measures of success:     

And it’s those things that were lost in something of that scale, and what an 

individual teacher might have got out of the experience and how that’s improved 

their teaching regardless of the program, their interaction with [names of frontline 

implementers] might have improved their teaching around – and there’s no way of 

measuring those things and I think there is also that disconnect between the 

measures of success, the people that are out there doing the work, and measures of 

success at the top level.   

For Belinda there were “different ideas of success” and because of the focus 

on the metrics what this meant was that individual measures of success didn’t count. 

Belinda said: 
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So those measures of success that you see from the bottom-up are the stories you 

hear about – and of all the teachers going out to do whatever, and little Johnny in 

class four, you know.  Those are their measures of success and they don’t count, 

and I think it’s a shame. 

All of this suggests that the bureaucrats, frontline implementers and project 

managers involved in this sub-process conceived scaling-up Accelerated Literacy as 

successfully bringing about individual change rather than widespread and sustained 

change. This study didn’t examine implementation post 2010 so it is not possible to 

determine if the changes to teacher practice reflected AL theories and principles and 

if this change was sustained at scale.  

In late 2011 when data collection for this study ceased, approximately 25 

schools continued to implement Accelerated Literacy in the Northern Territory, 

supported by five Accelerated Literacy coaches, located in three regions. Bureaucrat 

Calotina explained, “It’s kind of atrophied back to the first – the true believers”. 

Accelerated Literacy continued to be developed and implemented in 

hundreds of schools throughout Australia. This included 12 Aboriginal Independent 

Community Schools in Western Australia, 42 schools in South Australia and up to 

200 schools in New South Wales (National Accelerated Literacy Network, 

December, 2011). Each state and territory allocated funding differently.  

8.4.4 Paradoxical measures of success   

Reformers also had different measures of success that reflected these 

conflicting conceptions. The findings of this study suggest that as implementation 

progressed reformers increasingly situated scaling-up AL in a paradigm of 



CHAPTER 8: WINDING DOWN (2009-2010) 

320 

 

educational accountability where student achievement data and implementation 

metrics were harnessed as a measure of program effectiveness. However this 

conflated the process of implementation with the intervention and masked the 

implementation challenges and the questions around the evidence-base underpinning 

Accelerated Literacy. The effectiveness of the intervention and the process of 

implementation became conflated; standardized assessment was a measure of 

effectiveness of both.  

For some researchers quantitative outcomes are problematic because 

quantitative designs and measures of success cannot take into account the 

complexities involved in scaling-up innovations that require significant and lasting 

change to conventional pedagogical principles and practices (Coburn, 2003; Cohen 

& Lowenberg-Ball 2007). Nor can quantitative measures account for the ways that 

conditions impact in implementation (McKenna & Walpole, 2010, p. 479). Indeed, 

McKenna and Walpole (2010) argued that …“evaluations that attend to the 

conditions under which a program is effective are of far more use to policy makers 

than the reductionist bottom line researched by approaches that, while statistically 

elegant, ignore nuances that may be explanatory” (p. 479)   

Coburn (2003) questioned the effectiveness of definitions and judgements of 

the impact of scale-up efforts that call for lasting change, when they typically focus 

on metrics. She argued that because metric driven definitions and judgements 

“mask” the complexities of scaling-up reform efforts that call for significant changes 

to conventional pedagogy and which require depth, sustainability and shift in reform 

ownership. Similarly, Cohen and Lowenberg-Ball (2007) contended that the more an 

innovation calls for changes to conventional practices, the greater the need to define 
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and measure the impact of scale in qualitative terms, since many factors other than 

adoption impact on the success of the scale-up. These authors argued that 

“qualitative measures are important because how deeply an innovation permeates 

practice may be as important to an assessment of its success at scale as how many 

sites adopt it” therefore multiple methods are needed to measure success because 

“the tasks and problems of implementation vary with types of innovation” (Cohen 

and Lowenberg-Ball, 2007, p. 20).  While the evaluations of Accelerated Literacy 

(Charles Darwin University, 2007a; Monash University, 2009; Robinson et al., 

2009) highlighted some of these conditions and the ways they may have impacted on 

implementation, it appears that this information didn’t inform the process of scaling-

up AL.      

8.5 Conclusion 

Winding down established that reformers responded in a range of ways to 

changing implementation conditions that led to a shift from the mandated scale-up of 

AL to one of five evidence-based literacy programs endorsed by the Northern 

Territory Department of Education that regions and schools could choose from. 

Scaling-up in an era of educational accountability established that English 

literacy policy and practice for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students was shaped 

by evidence-based research however policy makers and the bureaucrats had different 

conceptions of evidence.  

The sub-process competing for system-wide support showed that scaling-up 

AL didn’t achieve systemic or sustained change and proposed that Accelerated 

Literacy wasn’t embedded within the Department of Education. Despite a lack of 
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bureaucrat support for scaling-up AL, bureaucrats endorsed Accelerated Literacy as 

one of five English literacy programs that schools could choose from. These 

bureaucrats didn’t support its mandated implementation but during this phase they 

supported bringing AL back into the system alongside the other evidence-based 

English literacy programs. And as a result of changing policy and funding conditions 

and regionalisation, decision-making shifted to regional directors and schools. 

Frontline implementers once again found themselves competing for funding and 

support. They did this by harnessing NAPLAN data and the discourse of evidence-

based literacy to attempt to persuade regional directors that Accelerated Literacy 

worked.     

The sub-process conceptions of failure and success showed how reformers 

conceived implementation and intervention success and failure during the phase 

winding down. Bureaucrats, frontline implementers and project managers alike 

viewed the metrics as negatively impacting on scaling-up because they were 

unrealistic. Even so, most understood the political and bureaucratic need for these 

metrics in the era of accountability. When considering future prospects for scaling-

up reformers unanimously called for slow paced and bottom-up change; even the 

bureaucrats and project managers who had previously called for fast paced and top-

down change. Reformers believed that Accelerated Literacy was an effective 

approach however in many cases the fast paced scale-up had resulted in a loss of 

quality. Nonetheless, reformers believed that in the right conditions, Accelerated 

Literacy had demonstrated transformative teacher and student change but this was 

not widespread due to ineffective implementation.            
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8.5.1 Implementation stages (sustainability)  

In this final section I compare the findings of the phase winding down with 

the sixth of Fixsen et al.’s (2005) stages of implementation: sustainability. Fixsen et 

al. (2005) stated that “The goal during this stage is the long-term survival and 

continued effectiveness of the implementation site in the context of a changing 

world” (p. 17). According to Fixsen et al. (2005) achieving sustainability involves 

adjusting “without losing the functional components of the evidence-based program 

or dying due to a lack of essential financial and political support” (p. 17).  

To sustain change at scale requires evolving and adapting to align with new 

policy and research and understandings. While some frontline implementers adapted 

by rebadging this didn’t result in sustainability. The findings of this phase suggest 

that this is because there was little spread, depth or ownership for AL in the 

Education Department. Coburn (2003) argued that these elements of scaling-up need 

to be planned for. The previous phases indicate that this didn’t occur.   

And while keeping AL separate may have helped to avoid conflict in the 

Department of Education during scaling-up AL, this ultimately impacted on spread 

and ownership of scaling-up AL in the Department of Education. The focused code 

bringing AL back into the system illustrates that there was little ownership to sustain 

scaling-up AL at the system level. 
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CHAPTER 9: A THEORY OF REFORMERS’ EXPERIENCES 

OF SCALING-UP AL   

9.1 Summary of research findings  

9.1.1 Research questions  

I commenced data collection and analysis with the broad aim of explaining 

the process of scaling-up AL from the multiple perspectives of the reformers 

involved. The reformers were the academics, bureaucrats, frontline implementers 

and project managers involved in implementing Accelerated Literacy at scale in the 

Northern Territory (2004-2009) and who participated in this study. I sought to 

answer the following research questions:  

1. How did education reformers experience scaling-up AL? 

 What were reformers’ conceptions of implementation at scale?  

 What were reformers’ beliefs about English literacy approaches for 

Indigenous students learning EAL/D?   

 What were reformers’ perceptions of the implementation conditions 

and contexts? 

2. How did education reformers shape the process of scaling-up AL?  

 How did reformers’ respond to their experiences?   

 What were the consequences?  
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9.1.2 Conceptual framework of reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL  

To answer these research questions I conducted an iterative and inductive 

process of data collection and analysis using constructivist grounded theory methods 

(Charmaz, 2006) and the theoretical lens of symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969). 

During intensive interviews with reformers they reflected on how they experienced 

scaling-up AL and what this meant for them. Documents supplied by the 

reformers—written for a range of audiences and purposes—provided supplementary 

information and perspectives. From this I constructed an integrated set of theoretical 

concepts that I synthesised with the literature and interpreted. 

Evolving process in phases   

In the previous chapters (three- eight) I presented the phases of scaling-up 

AL that I developed through an analytical process of conceptualisation and 

abstraction of the data: 1) Indigenous education, a history of failure?; 2) grasping 

AL as the solution; 3) scaling-up a pilot project; 4) faltering implementation; 5) 

improving implementation; and 6) winding down. Each phase represents a process 

that unites reformers’ various perspectives of scaling-up AL. The phases are 

conceptualisations of the temporal and evolving sequences that are linked to and lead 

to change (Charmaz, 2006). The phases provide insight into reformers’ experiences 

of scaling-up AL, how reformers shaped the process, and how this changed over 

time.  

Core processes  

Three inter-related core processes pervaded reformers’ experiences 

throughout the phases of scaling-up AL. These processes explain how, in order for 
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reformers to achieve their political and ideological goals for scaling-up, they adapted 

to unanticipated implementation conditions and contexts according to contested 

beliefs about English literacy education for Indigenous students learning EAL/D and 

conflicting conceptions of scaling-up. I labeled these: 1) contesting beliefs about 

English literacy education for Indigenous students learning EAL/D; 2) conflicting 

conceptions of scaling-up; and 3) adapting to unanticipated implementation 

conditions and contexts. Taken together, the core processes answer the two primary 

research questions that explain reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL and how 

reformers shaped the process. 

Substantive grounded theory  

The phases of scaling-up AL, their connection to the core processes and the 

literature, and the inter-relatedness of these led to the emergence of the substantive 

grounded theory that explains reformers experiences of scaling-up AL (Charmaz, 

2006). I named this theory, legacies of failure and a quest to make a difference.  

Legacies of failure and a quest to make a difference are a conceptualisation 

of the historical, political and ideological contexts in which reformers situated 

scaling-up AL. Legacies of failure and a quest to make a difference explains how 

reformers’ perceptions of implementation conditions and contexts, beliefs about 

English literacy approaches for Indigenous students learning EAL/D, and their 

conceptions of scaling-up shaped reformers’ actions and interactions and in turn, 

shaped the process of scaling-up AL.  

Experiencing scaling-up AL as legacies of failure meant that reformers 

situated the process of scaling-up AL in this history of policy and practice failure and 



CHAPTER 9: A THEORY OF REFORMERS’ EXPERIENCES OF SCALING-UP AL 

327 

 

its consequences. Legacies of failure shaped the goals reformers made, the actions 

that they took and their interactions. As demonstrated in the phases of scaling-up and 

the core processes legacies of failure meant different things to different reformers 

depending on: how they perceived the implementation conditions and contexts; their 

beliefs about English literacy approaches for Indigenous students learning EAL/D; 

their conceptions of scaling-up, and their political and ideological goals.  

In this chapter I discuss and compare these core processes with the literature. 

In keeping with constructivist grounded theory methods the literature comparison is 

a discussion of the key research findings with relevant literature and my own 

interpretive perspectives. It is focused on the core processes to enable informed 

comparisons. I discuss points of divergence and convergence and how my theory fits 

in or extends the literature, theories and discourses in relation to the aim of this 

research (Charmaz, 2006).  

Diagrammic representation of conceptual framework  

A diagrammatic representation of the conceptual framework that shows the 

relationships between the phases of scaling-up AL, the core processes, and 

substantive theory is presented below.  
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FIGURE 16: CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF REFORMERS' EXPERIENCES OF SCALING-UP AL 
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9.2 Contesting beliefs about English literacy approaches for 

Indigenous students learning EAL/D  

This core process: contesting beliefs about English literacy approaches for 

Indigenous students learning English as an additional language and/or dialect 

(EAL/D) answers the following research questions:  

1 How did education reformers experience scaling-up AL? 

 What were reformers’ perceptions of the implementation conditions 

and contexts? 

 What were reformers’ beliefs about English literacy approaches for 

Indigenous students learning EAL/D?   

2 How did education reformers shape the process of scaling-up AL?  

 How did reformers respond to their experiences?   

 What were the consequences?  

 

Throughout the phases of scaling-up AL many academics, bureaucrats and 

frontline implementers engaged in a process of contesting beliefs about English 

Literacy approaches for Indigenous students learning EAL/D. This was a process of 

engaging in competition and opposing, challenging, and disputing English literacy 

approaches. The ways in which reformers contested beliefs was focused around two 

main areas: 1) whether first language or second language approaches were the most 
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effective; and 2) the evidence-base for Indigenous students learning EAL/D and in 

particular whether research conducted with first language learners was relevant for 

second language learners. In this section, I synthesise the research findings and the 

literature that relate to these.   

9.2.1 First and second language learning  

As discussed in Chapter 3: Indigenous education, a history of failure?, 

English as an additional language and/or dialect (EAL/D) approaches for teaching 

English literacy to Indigenous students in Northern Territory schools whose first 

language and/or dialect is one other than English have long been endorsed by 

government and educators (e.g.Northern Territory Department of Education 

[NTDoE], 1981; 2010a; Murray, 2017). Recently, the national Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Education Strategy (Council of Australian Government 

(COAG) Education Council, 2015) called for “proven, culturally inclusive, 

responsive and personalised approaches to learning, such as EAL/D methodologies” 

and linked this to the achievement of social, economic and learning outcomes for 

Indigenous students (p. 24).   

Understanding students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds enables teachers 

to plan learning experiences to meet their language learning needs (National Literacy 

Panel on Language-Minority Children and Youth, 2006, p. 5). This includes 

recognizing, valuing and drawing on the “languages, dialects, cultural knowledge 

and perspectives that children bring to school and using these as a starting point from 

which to teach the knowledge and perspectives necessary for learning English 

language and literacy” (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority 

[ACARA[, 2012, p. 81). In particular, developing oral English proficiency is critical 



CHAPTER 9: A THEORY OF REFORMERS’ EXPERIENCES OF SCALING-UP AL 

331 

for learning to read and write in an additional language and/or dialect (Hammond, 

2012; National Literacy Panel on Language-Minority Children and Youth, 2006, 

p.9). Indeed, Snow, Griffin and Burns (1998) report that learning to read may be 

impeded “if reading instruction in English begins before the child has acquired oral 

proficiency in English” (p. 124).  

Nonetheless, as established in Chapter 3: Indigenous education, a history of 

failure?: the most effective approach to teaching English Literacy to Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D has long been contested. In Chapters 4-8 I argued that 

these debates continued throughout scaling-up AL. Although policies and practices 

changed over time, the arguments remained the same. Some reformers believed 

EAL/D and Accelerated Literacy approaches were derived from opposing beliefs 

about how Indigenous students learning EAL/D best learn English literacy. In 

particular, as demonstrated in Chapter 5: Scaling-up a pilot project, the EAL/D 

camp argued that proficiency in first language (L1) is the foundation of second 

language (L2) learning and without this L2 will be compromised. They also believed 

that for L2 learners, developing proficiency communicating in oral English was 

integral to learning English literacy. Conversely, the AL camp argued that 

Indigenous students learning EAL/D needed to develop age appropriate academic-

literate discourse in English.  

9.2.2 Legacies of policy and practice failure  

As highlighted in Chapter 3: Indigenous education, a history of failure?, 

these issues have long been at the centre of debates about English literacy policy and 

practice for Indigenous students learning EAL/D. Education policies and practices 

during the policy eras of control and protection aimed to destroy Indigenous 
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language and culture and denied Indigenous children equitable access to education 

(Australian Human Rights Commission, 1997; Lee et al., 2014). Indigenous children 

were positioned as cognitively, linguistically and culturally deficient (Beresford, 

Partington & Gower, 2012, p. 97; Price, 2012). This resulted in widespread 

educational and socio-economic disadvantage and a political and social imperative to 

achieve the goals of equal and equitable access to—and participation in—education 

and improved outcomes for Indigenous students. At the end of the twentieth century 

the consequences of decades of educational policy and practice failure prevailed 

(Collins & Lea, 1999).  

Education is widely viewed as a tool to address Indigenous disadvantage and 

achieve social justice (Behrendt, 2012; Langton & Ma Rhea, 2009; Ministerial 

Council for Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs [MCEETYA], 

2006; Purdie, Reid, Frigo & Stone, 2011, p. 2; Steering Committee for the Review of 

Government Service Provision [SCRGSP], 2014). Behrendt (2012) asserted that 

education is a key to “socio-economic advancement, a pathway to employment and 

an important prerequisite to being able to fully participate in many levels of society” 

(p. 366). Key to this is the acquisition of English literacy (Purdie, Reid, Frigo, Stone 

& Kleinhenz, 2011). Indeed, Freebody (2007) argues that literacy pedagogy can act 

as a lever of disadvantage.  

In debates about the effectiveness of first and second language approaches to 

teaching English literacy to Indigenous students learning EAL/D two key issues 

were expressed by the group of reformers known as the AL camp: the pace of 

EAL/D students’ English literacy development; teachers’ expectations for second 

language learners; and related to this, deficit thinking and notions of marginalization. 

The AL camp linked EAL/D approaches to the history of educational failure and 
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argued that if EAL/D methods were effective, Indigenous students would achieve 

English literacy benchmarks at the same rate as first language learners. As indicated 

throughout the phases of scaling-up AL, the AL camp believed that EAL/D teachers 

and English literacy approaches that drew on Indigenous language and culture 

perpetuated low expectations, deficit thinking and marginalised Indigenous students. 

To ameliorate this they argued that the focus of Accelerated Literacy lessons needed 

to be on the academic-literate discourse of narrative texts. These reformers were 

determined to change what they perceived as teachers’ deficit beliefs about 

Indigenous students. They believed that EAL/D teachers in particular had low 

expectations and suggested that this was evidenced by the view that students learning 

EAL/D took a slower language pathway, especially in the early years when they 

were still learning to be literate in their first language.  

It is argued that deficit thinking remains an entrenched perspective of many 

non-Indigenous educators. Deficit thinking can derail scaling-up Indigenous 

education reform. One recent example comes from the Summative Evaluation of the 

Stronger Smarter Learning Communities Project (Luke, et al., 2013). The authors 

reported that many teachers described Indigenous children in deficit terms. This was 

evident in “teacher comments that implicate student, home, community or cultural 

‘lack’…as the most important influences on Indigenous students’ learning” (p. 84). 

The effects of deficit thinking and low expectations on teaching and learning are 

significant, especially when viewed in the context of failure outlined in Chapter 

Three: Indigenous education, a history of failure and the prevailing educational and 

socio-economic disadvantage experienced by Indigenous students attending remote 

schools.  
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Discussing Indigenous education in the Northern Territory, Sarra (2011, 11
th

 

April) argued that teachers created an “underclass…by making allowances for 

cultural differences” and that this resulted in lower expectations and standards for 

Indigenous students. Calling for change, Sarra argued that educators needed to 

“…take Aboriginal children as high-potential learners, high-calibre learners with 

tremendous potential" (n.p).   

Some frontline reformers and academics promoted high expectations and 

inclusive practice in order to overcome what they perceived as an entrenched view 

on the part of teachers that Indigenous students were not achieving English literacy 

benchmark because of linguistic and cultural difference, or disadvantage, or some 

other trait that was lacking. This group, referred to by some as the AL camp, argued 

that high expectations were integral to the AL teaching sequence, and that an 

understanding of the theories that underpinned this approach would enable teachers 

to overcome this deficit thinking. Consequently those in the AL camp put Indigenous 

languages and cultures to the side during AL lessons.   

High expectations and EAL/D approaches that harness students’ linguistic 

and cultural resources are not mutually exclusive however. As illustrated throughout 

the phases of scaling-up AL, the EAL/D camp argued that Indigenous students 

learning EAL/D should not be expected to develop communicative and academic-

English at the same pace as first language learners. In this regard, the ACARA 

(2011) advised:  

EAL/D students who do not meet age-related benchmarks when assessed against 

learning area achievement standards are not necessarily ‘underperforming’, but 

rather they are achieving at levels commensurate with their phase of English 

language learning. (p.9) 
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Furthermore, second language learners’ rate of language progress is 

dependent upon a range of factors. The ACARA (2011) explained: 

Although the phases describe a developmental language progression, the rate of 

progress and the extent of the achievement within each phase are dependent upon a 

number of factors including, for example, the nature of previous schooling, 

proficiency in the first language and an individual’s cognitive and emotional 

development (p. 12). 

Along these lines, Cross (2012) called for recognition of the differences 

between first and second language learners and asserted that they “therefore need to 

be evaluated as people who speak two languages rather than inefficient versions of 

“the native” speaker (p. 12). Cross argued that a consequence of this is that EAL/D 

learners are not considered “successful” until they reach levels of competence 

consistent with native speakers (p. 13).  

Experiencing scaling-up AL as legacies of failure meant that some academics 

and frontline implementers viewed those who drew on second language 

approaches—and in particular assessment for EAL/D students according to the 

phases of second language development—as making excuses for failure. They 

argued that Indigenous students were marginalised from academic-literate discourse 

and therefore the focus of English literacy needed to be on the academic-literate 

discourse of school and high expectations. For these reformers, achieving equal 

benchmark achievement at all year levels was evidence of this. In contrast to the 

view of the AL camp, some researchers argued that language and thought are inter-

related and therefore Indigenous students learning EAL/D filter English through their 

beliefs about reality which are culturally constructed (Escamilla, 2009; Sellwood & 

Angelo, 2013). This shapes second language learning. These authors assert that 
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English only approaches perpetuate marginalisation as Indigenous languages and 

perspectives are invisible. These conflicting beliefs about the ways that first and 

second language approaches contribute to marginalisation in school are yet to be 

resolved.   

Despite the longstanding endorsement of EAL/D approaches for Indigenous 

students, English literacy approaches for Indigenous students who are learning 

EAL/D and attending remote Northern Territory schools have long been contested 

(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2008, p. 95; Collins & Lea, 1999; Lea, 

2010; Wilson, 2014). For example, the Australian Human Rights Commission 

(2008) asserted that “academics, policy makers and education experts” continue to 

debate the merits of approaches aimed at improving indigenous education outcomes 

and these mostly focus on students in remote areas (p. 95). The Australian Human 

Rights Commission (2008) argued:  

With few exceptions, the debates … contest strategies that, on the one hand, seek to 

‘normalise’ Indigenous students through assimilation and integration with 

mainstream society, and on the other, seek to preserve Indigenous languages and 

culture within Indigenous communities. The proponents of both sides of the 

argument are keen for the same outcomes – the best possible education and the best 

possible life opportunities for remote students (p. 95).  

Reformers experienced scaling-up AL as occurring in the context of these 

longstanding debates about the most effective English literacy approach for 

Indigenous students attending remote Northern Territory schools and learning 

EAL/D. Discussing the most recent review of Indigenous education, Wilson (2014) 

reported that “Some responses were passionate, demonstrating deeply held beliefs 

not only about education but about the history and experience of Indigenous people 

in Australia (p. 2). Similarly, Fogarty et al. (2015) claimed that “In the NT, attempts 
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to improve Indigenous education have been marred by bitter disputes over 

alternative pedagogic approaches” (p. 4). This is not surprising, given the history of 

Indigenous education in Australia described in Chapter 3: Indigenous education, a 

history of failure? These disputes were exacerbated by the conflicting conceptions of 

the evidence-base guiding English literacy approaches for Indigenous students 

learning EAL/D apparent in research and policy.  

9.2.3 Evidence-based English literacy    

Evidence-based research in the United States   

 In this section I discuss the debates surrounding evidence-based research in 

the United States and in particular the ways that research and policy is shaped by 

political imperatives. I then highlight the arguments in the literature in relation to 

evidence-based research informed policy and practice in Australia including the 

relevance of evidence-based research conducted in the United States.  

Over the last decade Australian research and policy for literacy education—

particularly teaching reading in the early years—has been influenced by research 

conducted in the United States. One of the most influential was the synthesis of 

evidence-based research was conducted by the National Reading Panel (NRP) and 

published in the report Teaching Children to Read: An Evidence-Based Assessment 

of the Scientific Research Literature on Reading and its Implications for Reading 

Instruction (Teaching Children to Read) (NICHD, 2000). Indeed, Teaching Children 

to Read informed the Australian National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy 

(Rowe et al., 2005) and the findings of this are reflected in National Partnerships 

Literacy and Numeracy policy for literacy education in Australia, including literacy 
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education for Indigenous students in remote Northern Territory schools (Department 

of Education, Empoyment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2008).    

The NRP (NICHD, 2000) was formed in the United States (US) at the behest 

of Congress “to assess the status of research-based knowledge, including the 

effectiveness of various approaches to teaching children to read” (Ch.1, p. 1). 

Reflecting the desire of Congress for evidence-based standards to inform research 

the NRP adopted a scientific methodology “normally used in research studies of the 

efficacy of interventions in psychological and medical research” (Ch. 1, p. 5). The 

NRP described experimental studies as “the highest standard of evidence for such a 

claim” of showing that a particular “treatment can make such changes and effect 

some outcomes” and stated that quasi-experimental studies provide an acceptable 

standard of evidence “depending on the design of the study” (Ch. 1, p. 7). To this 

end, the NRP developed “an objective research review methodology” that enabled 

them to “undertake comprehensive, formal, evidence-based analyses of the 

experimental and quasi-experimental research literature relevant to a set of selected 

topics judged to be of central importance in teaching children to read” (Ch1, p. 1).  

The criteria for inclusion in the Teaching Children to Read study was: focus 

directly on children’s reading development from preschool through grade 12, 

research published in English in a refereed journal, and the inclusion of experimental 

and quasi-experimental research (Ch. 1, pp. 6-7). Studies pertaining to reading 

instruction for students learning EAL/D were excluded so it is not possible to know 

whether the findings of the NRP apply to contexts where students are learning 

EAL/D (Ch. 1, p. 3).  The NRP reported that their commitment to strict standards 

and criteria for inclusion limited the type of reading research literature that could be 

included in the study. This was because “such standards have not been universally 
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accepted or used in reading education research” (Ch1, p. 5). Consequently, a total of 

38 studies were included.  

The NRP reported that phonemic awareness and letter knowledge (phonics) 

were the two most important school-entry predictors for learning to read during the 

first two years of school (Ch. 2, p.1). Specifically, the NRP reported that effective 

early reading programs incorporate a range of techniques including: explicit and 

systematic instruction to develop phonemic awareness; knowledge of phonics; 

guided oral reading; fluency; vocabulary and reading comprehension.   

Teaching Children to Read (NICHD, 2000) was criticized by a number of 

prominent academics in the US. First, some educational researchers questioned the 

reliability of the methodology used by the NRP (Allington, 2005; Garan, 2001a). For 

example, in an article called Beyond the Smoke and Mirrors Garan (2001a) urged 

readers to consider “Is the NRP report on phonics based on sound research?” (pp. 

500-501). Specifically, Garan expressed concern about the narrow criteria for 

inclusion, the small effect sizes of some of these studies, and the exclusion of 

important student populations. Due to these factors, Garan claimed that the reliability 

of the results was “seriously compromised” (p. 503) and therefore that the 

conclusions were “questionable” (p. 501).  

Second, concerns were expressed by some educational researchers about the 

design of Teaching Children to Read (NICHD, 2000) research. The main arguments 

related to ways the design privileged skills-based approaches to teaching reading. 

For example, Cunningham (2001) claimed that the psychological view of reading 

adopted by the NRP (NICHD, 2000) resulted in a narrow definition of literacy. In 

turn, Cunningham (2001) argued, this limited the scope of the studies to those that 

included positivist methodology and consequently much research about reading was 



CHAPTER 9: A THEORY OF REFORMERS’ EXPERIENCES OF SCALING-UP AL 

340 

ignored (p. 333). Garan (2001a) further maintained that the strict criteria adopted by 

the NRP and the focus on specific topics excluded instruction that occurred in 

authentic literacy contexts. Other researchers claimed that broader literacy practices 

such as language development, early literacy knowledge, concepts about print and 

silent reading, for example, were excluded from the Teaching Children to Read 

synthesis (Cunningham, 2001, Edmonson & Shannon, 2002, p. 452). This suggests 

that the ways that literacy is defined shapes research design and the findings. This 

has far reaching consequences for policy and practice.  

Third, reviewing the Report of the National Literacy Panel on Language-

Minority Children and Youth Escamilla (2009) raised concerns that the NRP 

(NICHD, 2000) took a “monolingual perspective” of language learning. In 

particular, asserting that evidence-based practices developed for first language 

learners were deemed appropriate for second language learners and positioning 

second language learners as failing monolingual learners. Treating second language 

learners like first language learners resulted in their second language learning needs 

being masked and a view that these students were failing. This is similar to Sellwood 

and Angelo’s (2013) argument about “invisible” Indigenous languages in schools 

and marginalisation.    

Evidence-based research in Australia  

Researchers have different conceptions and interpretations of evidence-based 

literacy. Thus, the evidence-base for English literacy approaches for Indigenous 

students learning EAL/D is ambiguous and disputed. It is not surprising then that 

reformers also have different understandings and interpretations of evidence-based 

literacy and that debates prevail. The literature encompasses a range of views of 
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what evidence-based literacy is and in turn, what programs and practices are 

endorsed as evidence-based. 

In Australia the political desire for literacy practice and policy to be informed 

by evidence-based literacy research emerged early on during the phases of scaling-

up AL however it wasn’t until the phase winding down that reformers responded to 

this. In 2005 the Australian minister for education, Brendon Nelson, called for a 

National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy in Australian schools (NITL) (Rowe 

et al., 2005a). The purpose of the NITL was for teaching policies and practices to be 

informed by “rigorous evidence-based research as to what does work” (p. 11) 

especially in relation to the teaching of reading and in particular those experiencing 

reading difficulties (p. 61).  

To inquire into the teaching of reading in Australian schools the NITL (Rowe 

et al., 2005a) drew on “research, good practice observed in schools, advice from 

submissions to the Inquiry, consultations, or from Committee members’ own 

individual experiences” (p. 11). A total of 453 submissions were received and “the 

Committee also reviewed Australian and international experience, as well as findings 

from the available evidence-based research literature” (p. 4). The review of the 

research literature largely relied “…though not exclusively, on well-designed meta-

analytic syntheses that: (a) partial out methodological artefacts from the effect sizes; 

and (b) base their analyses on the actual procedures and components of instruction 

used in the studies reviewed (p. v).  

Echoing the findings of the NRP (NICHD, 2000) the NITL (Rowe et al., 

2005a) found that in the first three years of schooling all students learn to read most 

effectively through the explicit and systematic teaching of “alphabetic code breaking 

skills; an integrated approach to the teaching of reading that supports the 
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development of oral language, vocabulary, grammar, reading fluency, 

comprehension and literacies of new technologies” (p. 14). Further, the NITL (Rowe 

et al., 2005a) called for the teaching of the sub skills of letter-symbol recognitions, 

letter-sound rules (phonemic awareness and phonological knowledge) as well as 

whole word recognition and ways to derive meaning from text (p. 32). Justifying 

this, Rowe et al. (2005a) argued that “Evidence for the effective integration of these 

sub-skills is unequivocal. Indeed, there is now a strong body of scientific evidence 

that children are greatly assisted in learning to become proficient readers if their 

reading tuition is grounded in direct, explicit and systematic phonics instruction” (p. 

31).   

Some Australian researchers critiqued the relevance of the NRP (NICHD, 

2000) to the Australian context. For example, Louden et al. (2005) urged caution 

when generalizing the findings of Teaching Children to Read (NICHD, 2000) for 

several reasons. First, Louden et al. (2005) argued that the outcome measures used in 

the research were likely to reflect narrow methods and measures of teaching reading 

that may not be compatible with broader notions of literacy in the Australian 

curriculum (p. 15). Second, Louden et al. (2005) contended that the literacy 

achievements of students in US schools were below those of Australian students 

therefore; these differences could impact on research findings in these different 

contexts (p.15). Nonetheless, Louden et al. (2005) stated that it is reasonable to 

conclude “that teaching the skills identified in the NRP (NICHD, 2000) are 

important aspects of teaching literacy/reading in the early years” (p. 15).     

Synder (2008) however was more critical of the NITL (Rowe et al., 2005a). 

Like her counterparts in the US, Snyder (2008) argued that the experimental design 

adopted by the NITL narrowed the scope and as a result “research in authentic 
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settings…was excluded” (p. 41). Synder claimed that was because government was 

operating in a paradigm of measurement and accountability. She asserted that 

because qualitative research doesn’t provide simple answers “classroom studies of 

teachers and students were no longer favoured in official conversations about 

literacy research…numbers not compelling stories were the order of the day” (p. 42). 

Conversely, Rowe et al. (2005c) justified their decision to adopt quantitative 

“evidence-based research” methodologies by arguing that both pre-service teacher 

education and in-service professional development for literacy teaching “is replete 

with untested anecdotal rhetoric that reflect ideological adherence to philosophical 

orientations …that have little evidential justification in terms of either their validity, 

reliability and/or generalizability” (p. 5). For Rowe et al. (2005) evidence-based 

research held the key to overcoming these ideologies that arise from qualitative 

studies.   

On the other hand, echoing the concerns reported earlier about the NRP 

(NCIHD, 2000) that were raised by Allington (2005) and Garan (2001a) in the US, 

Snyder (2008) argued that the decision to undertake the NITL (Rowe et al., 2005) 

was both political and ideological. For example, Synder (2008) claimed that the 

NITL (Rowe et al., 2005) was prompted after the federal education minister Brendon 

Nelson received a letter written by 26 literacy experts (mostly psychologists) whose 

views of reading shaped the design, and in turn, the findings of the NITL. According 

to Synder (2008) these beliefs included a view that whole language approaches to 

teaching literacy—that were situated in interpretive paradigms—were one of the 

reasons that schools were failing (p. 43). Furthermore, Synder (2008) claimed that 

this was a time when scientific knowledge had been “given elevated status” by 



CHAPTER 9: A THEORY OF REFORMERS’ EXPERIENCES OF SCALING-UP AL 

344 

government, politicians wanted straightforward answers, and phonics was viewed as 

the answer (pp. 44-45). This was evident in the phase grasping AL as the solution.  

These debates show that beliefs about the contribution that scientific, 

evidence-based research can make to the teaching of reading, and student 

achievement, are shaped by conflicting beliefs about the nature of literacy and 

corresponding theoretical orientations, political agendas and educational researchers’ 

philosophical orientations. Indeed, Luke (2011) argued that debates about 

quantitative and qualitative research are not a binary but a problem of epistemology 

(p. 376). An example of this comes from Luke, Green and Kelly (2009) who 

highlighted the breadth of philosophical and theoretical approaches to educational 

research and the range of views about what constitutes evidence. Luke, Kelly and 

Green (2009) asked, “What kinds of science and philosophy can and should inform 

educational practice?” and concluded that this is far from a simple question to 

answer since “whose sciences and whose interpretations will count is a far tougher 

call” (p. 3).  

The issues and debates in the literature suggest that efforts to use science to 

develop evidence-based reading pedagogy are situated in larger ideological, 

philosophical and political contexts. Indeed, the ways that literacy is defined shapes 

the ways that research designs are conceptualized. These definitions are shaped by 

political agendas and the ideologies of educational reformers who have contested 

beliefs about English literacy approaches for Indigenous students learning EAL/D.  

This, in turn, shapes policy and practice.      
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Evidence based research for Indigenous students learning EAL/D 

During scaling-up AL English literacy policy for Indigenous students 

learning EAL/D encompassed different conceptions of evidence and positioned 

Indigenous students learning EAL/D differently. National Partnerships (Department 

of Education, Empoyment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2008) reflected the 

findings of the National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy (NITL) (Rowe et al., 

2005) that were derived from research conducted with first language learners. 

National Partnerships Literacy and Numeracy policy for literacy education in 

Australia portrayed the English literacy learning needs of Indigenous students and 

non-Indigenous students as one and the same and the recommendations reflected 

this. Furthermore, Indigenous students were positioned as disadvantaged, and those 

not meeting benchmark as behind, rather than as second language learners with 

specialist language learning needs. Conversely, the second language learning needs 

of Indigenous students attending remote schools were recognised in the National 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Action Plan and the recommended 

strategies reflected this. Indeed, there is longstanding and widespread agreement that 

students learning EAL/D are learning to read and write SAE at the same time they 

are learning English (Cross, 2012). Similarly the literature review conducted by the 

Department of Education that informed the development of the Evidence-based 

literacy practices framework (NTDET, 2010c) drew on research conducted with 

students learning EAL/D.  

Some education reformers viewed evidence-based practices derived from 

scientific research as the key to lifting the English literacy achievement outcomes of 

Indigenous students contended that evidence-based practices and programs derived 

from the National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy (NITL) (Rowe et al., 2005) 
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are relevant in all contexts regardless of language background (Buckingham, 

Wheldall and Beaman-Wheldall, 2013; Pearson, 2009; Wilson, 2014). For example, 

prominent Indigenous Australian education reformer Noel Pearson (2009) argued 

that Indigenous students’ literacy achievement can be markedly improved if effective 

and proven approaches to teaching reading outlined in the NITL (Rowe et al., 2005) 

are mandated (Pearson, The Australian, 21
st
 February, 2009). Buckingham. Wheldall 

& Beaman-Wheldall (2013) concurred and argued that the mandated implementation 

of evidence-based reading instruction is the key to lifting Australia’s literacy 

achievement outcomes. Indeed, these educational researchers and reformers lament 

that this “highly robust scientific evidence on reading instruction has yet to influence 

classroom teaching in Australia” and as a consequence, “so many children still 

struggle to learn to read” (p. 22). One of the reasons for this, they argued, was that 

evidence about “effective literacy instruction and the process of literacy skills 

acquisition…is often ignored” because of ideological and philosophical differences 

(p. 22). Pearson (2009a) also asserted that the science and evidence informing 

literacy pedagogy is ignored because literacy education for Indigenous students in 

remote schools an ideological act:  

…at their innocent heart, different human perceptions of phenomena are usually 

each right in their own way. Neither of us is wrong when you see heads and I see 

tails and we each proffer (and prefer) our view of the reality of the coin...It is when 

interests are strong that irrationality and ideology come to hold an awesome sway, 

and science, even where it offers illumination, is gamely denied (p. 77). 

For these education reformers the implementation of evidence-based literacy 

techniques is the answer to the longstanding problem of providing equitable literacy 

education for Indigenous students.   
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Other researchers argue that there is limited evidence-based research to guide 

principles and practices for students learning EAL/D (e.g. August & Shanahan, 2006; 

HREOC, 2008. p. 102; Meiers et al., 2013; Monash University, 2013, p. 54). For 

example, in the United States, August and Shanahan (2006)—authors of  Developing 

Literacy in Second-Language Learners: Report of the National Literacy Panel on 

Language-Minority Children and Youth—reported that “the research on acquiring 

literacy in a second language remains limited…the research on some topics is scant” 

(pp. 2-3). This view is also put forward by Australian researchers Meiers, Reid, 

McKenzie and Mellor (2013) who reported, “In practice, relatively few of the 

interventions reviewed had a focus on specific groups such as learners of English as 

an Additional Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) or Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander students” (p. x). Similarly, Monash University (2013) reported that “there is 

little research-based evidence on which teachers can rely in Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander education” (p. 54). Monash University (2013) also noted that despite 

the scant evidence-base, English literacy education for Indigenous students learning 

EAL/D attracted “an array of very strong opinions about what would be needed to 

‘fix the problem’ and how easy it would be if everyone simply did X or Y or Z, with 

arguments strongly divided on the basis of partial or no evidence” (p. 54). Along 

these lines the Australian Human Rights Commission (2008) argued that there is “no 

authoritative guide to Indigenous education and no real ‘science’ or empiricism to 

guide the decision-makers” (p. 102). Noting the link between research and politics, 

the Australian Human Rights Commission (2008) stated: “at any given time, the 

newly funded and favoured policy approaches are those that have been promoted by 

the most powerful policy advocates” (p. 102).  
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From the evidence that does exist, researchers concur that students learning 

EAL/D require balanced, sequenced and explicit teaching of phonemic awareness, 

phonics, fluency, vocabulary and text comprehension (e.g. August & Shanahan, 

2006). Unlike first language learners, second language learners require explicit 

instruction to learn “specific English phonemes and combinations of phonemes that 

are different to those of their home languages and or dialects” and are still 

developing phonemic awareness into the middle years of schooling (August & 

Shanahan, 2006, p. 7). Furthermore, second language learners require scaffolded 

learning to develop vocabulary, background information, knowledge and language 

concepts (NTDET, 2010a). Positioning EAL/D learners as first language learners can 

mask these specific learning needs (Cross, 2012).  

More recently, in the context of Indigenous education, the Australian Council 

for Educational Research (ACER) (2013) stated that an “evidence-based approach is 

critical” (p.8). Indeed, the techniques for effective early reading programs first 

identified by the NRP (NICHD, 2000) and reinforced in Australia by the NITL 

(Rowe et al., 2005) were reflected in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Education Action Plan (NAEP) (Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood 

Development and Youth Affairs [MCEECDYA], 2010). That is, MCEECDYA 

(2010) called for “an integrated and balanced approach to reading that includes 

explicit teaching of phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary knowledge 

and text comprehension” in the first three years of school (p. 21).  

This all suggests that these researchers and reformers have different views 

and interpretations about what counts as evidence (Coburn, Honig & Stein, 2009; 

Coburn & Talbert, 2006). The place of evidence-based literacy in the context of 
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literacy education for Indigenous students, especially those learning EAL/D remains 

ambiguous and contested.  

9.3 Conflicting conceptions of scaling-up   

This core process answers the following research questions:  

1. How did education reformers experience scaling-up AL? 

 What were reformers’ perceptions of the implementation conditions 

and contexts? 

 What were reformers’ conceptions of implementation at scale?  

2. How did education reformers shape the process of scaling-up AL?  

 How did reformers’ respond to their experiences?   

 What were the consequences?  

 

Conflicting conceptions of scaling-up explains a paradoxical process of 

implementation where reformers’ conceptions about scaling-up were situated at 

opposite ends of a spectrum of top-down and bottom-up change that were almost 

always in conflict. These conflicting conceptions were evident throughout the phases 

of scaling-up AL.  In this section I synthesise the research findings and the literature 

that relates to: 1) top-down and bottom-up change; 2) large-scale policy driven 

reform; and 3) top down reform and diversity.   
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9.3.1 Top-down and bottom-up change   

The phase grasping AL as the solution showed that some reformers 

conceived scaling-up AL as an adaptive top-down and bottom-up process at both the 

system and school levels, and understood the importance of stakeholder agreement 

and collaboration at all levels and across agencies. However, as demonstrated in the 

phase winding down, these goals remained aspirational. Instead, during the phases 

scaling-up a pilot project, faltering implementation and improving implementation, 

project managers—whose goals were to meet project outcomes within the timelines 

and on budget—engaged in a “simple” process of top-down replication. Similarly, 

bureaucrats and reformers who perceived scaling-up AL as a political imperative to 

close the gap of Indigenous disadvantage conceived scaling-up AL as a top-down 

process. They sought rapid and widespread change in order to achieve the 

implementation metrics and improve measures of English literacy achievement.  

Conversely, as demonstrated in the phases scaling-up a pilot project and 

faltering implementation some academics and frontline implementers employed 

bottom-up approaches in order to bring about deep teacher change through intensive 

professional learning in schools. These reformers experienced scaling-up AL as an 

ideological imperative to overcome a history of Indigenous education policy and 

practice failure and its consequences of social and economic disadvantage. As 

illustrated in the core process contesting beliefs English literacy approaches for 

Indigenous students learning EAL/D these reformers argued that teachers of 

Indigenous students had low expectations of Indigenous students because they 

believed that Indigenous students learning EAL/D learned English literacy as a 

slower rate than first language learners. Throughout the phases of scaling-up AL, 

these academics and frontline implementers were on a quest to change teachers’ 
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beliefs about Indigenous students and their capacity to learn English literacy in order 

to bring about transformative change. For this to occur, teachers needed to believe 

that all students can succeed and have high expectations.    

9.3.2 Large scale policy driven reform    

In the late 1990s, a few years before the decision to scale-up AL, the 

implementation of the National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy (NLS) was 

mandated across the entire English primary system (24,000 schools and over 7 

million students). The logic underpinning this system-wide reform effort was that 

teacher professional learning to support the implementation of evidence-based 

literacy teaching practices would result in rapid and widespread increases in 

students’ literacy achievement (Earl, 2000; Earl et al., 2003; Hopkins, 2011). 

Although initial implementation resulted in widespread change to teacher practices 

and improvements in measures of student achievement, these changes were not 

sustained once the initial funding and support provided by the reformers was 

withdrawn (Earl et al., 2003; Hopkins, 2011). Discussing the NLS Fullan (2000) 

contended that these “successes” are “fragile” as they are “not institutionalized; they 

are easily undone by a change in leadership or direction” (p. 20).    

The way that political imperatives shape scaling-up was also reported by 

Berends, Bodily and Kerr (2002) in their evaluation of the implementation of a 

whole school approach to education reform called New American Schools. These 

authors argued that “districts and schools are under severe political pressure” to 

quickly improve student performance by adopting “external solution” however in the 

“rush to scale-up” interventions that were “not completely developed” (p. 7) and 

argued that this “weakens results” (p. 7).  
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An evaluation of the NLS was conducted by Earl, Watson, Levin, Leithwood, 

Fullan & Torrance (2003). Reporting on analysis of data collected over a four year 

implementation period, to answer the question “Can large-scale reform succeed?” 

Earl et al. firmly stated that the NLNS had resulted in “substantial changes in 

primary education in England in a remarkably short period of time” (2003, p. 1). Earl 

et al. (2003) highlight the tensions between the desire to rapidly achieve short term 

results and while simultaneously implementing strategies to build sustainability 

which may result in less “dramatic” but cumulative gains over a longer period of 

time (p. 138). These authors called for a dual commitment to short-term and long-

term results.  

Another pressing issue in the literature is how to sustain scaling-up in the 

face of changing conditions (Coburn, 2003). Earl et al. (2003) highlighted the 

challenges of sustaining the NLS reform after the momentum of the initial phases is 

over and “the central driving force recedes” and support erodes in schools and 

districts and policy directions change (p. 135). To sustain large-scale reform, Earl et 

al. (2003) called for the “pressure for compliance with central directives” that are 

necessary to build momentum at the start, need to work toward developing 

professional autonomy to shift the implementation to the school level and “finding 

ways to embed accountability and capacity building in the educational culture” of 

schools (134-135).  

Researchers who take a social view of scaling-up believe that reformers play 

a crucial role responding to and mediating changing conditions such as policy, 

funding, organisational structures and reformer support (Coburn, 2003; Schneider & 

McDonald, 2007). Coburn (2003) argued that it was important for district leaders to 

create key conditions in the district to support classroom change over time in order to 
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“…sustain practice in the face of new circumstances, initiatives, and priorities that 

may or may not conflict with reform” (p. 8).  

Explaining the ways political imperatives shape reformers’ decision-making 

Honig (2006) argued that “A more complex view of education policy 

implementation may appear particularly unwelcome in the high-stakes accountability 

environments of many states and districts where short timelines for producing 

demonstrable improvements put a premium on swift and confident action” (p. 4). 

This seems to be the case with reformers involved in the phase Grasping AL as the 

solution and the negative consequences of this resonated throughout the process of 

scaling-up AL.  

Another explanation may be that reformers simply didn’t understand the 

complexity of scaling-up AL. This seems to be the case with the project managers 

and bureaucrats who viewed scaling-up AL as a simple process of top-down 

replication. Meiers, Reid, McKenzie and Mellor (2013) argued that policy makers 

“can also have quite naive expectations about how easy it is to bring about 

educational change” that can result in a mismatch between policy goals and the 

resources needed to build teacher capacity building and develop professional cultures 

are needed to bring about significant change (p. 111).  

9.3.3 Top down reform and diversity  

Australian educational researchers Luke, Kelly and Green (2009) describe 

top down reform as a “policy fix” because. These authors argue that such reform is 

shaped by the ways in which “problems, target populations, variable contexts, and 

factors are defined and parceled out and observed, represented and measured, and 

analyzed” (p. 2) and that this has implications for difference and diversity.   
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Discussing policy driven mandates to reform Indigenous education Fogarty, 

Lovell and Dodson (2015) argued that Indigenous education in the Northern 

Territory is a “complex area of policy and development” (p. 2). Mandating 

prescribed approaches serves to reduce complex pedagogical issues to technical and 

bureaucratic problems and solutions, linked to policy goals. A consequence of this, 

Fogarty et al. (2015) argued was that “policy success is defined narrowly as the 

attainment of statistical parity between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people” (p. 

3). In turn this “masks” the “socio-political and pedagogic challenge” of education 

for Indigenous students in remote Northern Territory schools (p. 6). These authors 

pointed out that this “practice of ‘rendering technical’ involves translating political 

problems into the apparently neutral languages of social science and public policy” 

that focus on achieving policy goals (p. 8).  Similarly, Luke (2011) argued that 

evidence-based literacy approaches enable the “…establishment of uniform systems 

of measurement…and replicable procedures” in the name of standardisation and 

fairness (p. 370). As a result “processes and outcomes that do not fall within the 

ambit of conventional measurement technologies” are excluded (p. 370). Luke 

(2011) contended, these “rationalizations of fairness are used to justify sameness, to 

flatten out diversity and ignore difference” (p. 375).  

One size doesn’t fit all  

Calls to mandate the implementation of prescribed evidence-based literacy 

programs and practices are growing in Australia (Snyder, 2008), particularly in the 

most disadvantaged schools (MCEECDYA, 2010, Wilson, 2014). The level of 

disadvantage is determined according to “remoteness, Index of Community Socio-

Economic Advantage (ICSEA) scores, enrolments, attendance, NAPLAN 

achievement, scores in the Australian Early Development Index (AEDI) and the 
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number of students from non-English speaking backgrounds” (Wilson, 2014, p. 15). 

The link between disadvantage and English language background prevails. Rather 

than view multilingualism as an asset, it is a disadvantage.   

This move to mandate prescribed approaches to literacy education in remote 

Northern Territory schools was in contrast to the view put forward by MCEETYA 

(2010) that “improvements in the educational outcomes of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander students arise from collaborative action that it responsive to local 

needs” (p. 6). Similarly, Fogarty, Lovell & Dodson (2015) argued that local decision 

making and place based approaches are needed in remote Indigenous schools. They 

asserted that when English literacy approaches are mandated through policy the 

voices of Indigenous people are silenced. What is more, according to Luke (2014), 

schools that are making significant progress on “closing the gap” are those that are 

responsive to linguistic and cultural diversity and student and community 

“imperatives” (n.p.). He argued that this is achieved by providing “both 

differentiated and contextualized” instruction “to address all aspects of literacy 

required of students as they progress through the grades” (n.p.). This instruction is 

informed by “strong engagement with and knowledge of local communities, cultures 

and languages” (n.p.). However, when evidence-based literacy programs are reduced 

to one-size fits all approaches teachers are unable to respond to diverse community 

and student needs.  

Contingent teaching  

The merits of translating evidence-based research findings to one-size fits all 

literacy programs and practices have been disputed by some prominent researchers 

who argue that teaching is complex and contingent and effective teachers draw on a 

range of practices to meet the diverse learning needs of the students in their class 
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(Louden et al., 2005; Luke, 2014; Nicholls, 2009). For example, taking up the 

argument that effective teaching is a contingent and complex practice that cannot be 

prescribed, Nicholls (2009), an experienced teacher in remote Indigenous 

community schools, claimed that no approach to teaching literacy is enough in 

isolation (p. 100). What is more, Nicholls (2009) argued that quality teachers “make 

critically important educational decisions all the time” and that mandating narrow 

and prescribed programs are “insulting and bound to fail” and therefore, what we 

need is “highly skilled intelligent teachers” (p. 201). Similarly, Luke (2014) argued 

that “there is one truth of everyday school teaching that seems to elude politicians, 

journalists and educational commentators: Effective teaching requires that teachers 

possess and deploy a repertoire of strategies, approaches and methods” (n.p.). Hattie 

(2003) concurred and warned against “idiot-proof solutions where the proofing has 

been to restrain the idiots to tight scripts” and asserted that high quality teachers and 

high expectations for student achievement are needed (pp. 1-3).   

One example of this need for contingent teaching comes from Hill, Comber, 

Louden, Rivalland and Reid (2002) who reported on the study 100 turn 10: A 

longitudinal study of literacy development from the year prior to school to the first 

four years of school. This study was national and “explored children’s literacy 

trajectories from preschool through to the first four years of school” in five schools, 

including a school situated in a remote Aboriginal community in Western Australia 

(p. 1). Hill et al. (2002) found that the “teaching that made a difference” was 

informed by knowledge about what children know and is “dynamic and does not rely 

on a narrow set of teaching strategies or prepackaged curriculum content” (p. 1). 

These findings were confirmed by Louden et al. (2005) who reported that research 

has consistently shown that one methodology for teaching all students is likely to be 
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unsuccessful at improving outcomes for all students (pp. 19; 31-32). Indeed, Louden 

et al. (2005) argued that teacher practices made the biggest difference on student 

learning in the early years, not the literacy teaching activities, methodology or 

program (p. 5).   

The HREOC (2008) asserted that there are no definitive answers for 

bureaucracies to adopt when it comes to delivering education in remote areas and 

concludes “the evidence of the past decades shows us that there is no one literacy 

approach that provides a ‘quick fix’ for remote Indigenous education” (p. 102). 

Furthermore, O’Bryan & Rose (2015) “challenge the reader to move beyond a 

simplistic quest for the ‘silver bullet’ to redress disparity in education outcomes 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians” (p. ii).  

Diminishing school and community partnerships  

School and community partnerships is the broad term given to collaborative 

consultation, participation, and decision-making between schools, families and 

community leaders about the education of their children. In the context of 

Indigenous education, some researchers have argued that school and community 

partnerships are integral to providing an education that reflects the complex and 

diverse meanings, purposes and values of education that Indigenous families and 

communities have (Fordham & Schwab, 2007; Griffith, 2009; Luke, 2014).  

For example, Hughes contended that joint understanding between schools 

and parents about the culture of schools will result in improved outcomes (in Purdie, 

Reid et al. 2013, p. iii). Similarly, Luke (2014) argued that for “positive change to 

Indigenous education” to occur, “substantive engagement with Elders, parents and 

communities” is needed (n.p.). School and community remain and integral yet 
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largely unobtainable aspect of achieving educational equality for Indigenous school 

children. 

The findings of this study suggest that the top-down mandated model and the 

consequences of faltering implementation had a negative impact on school and 

community partnerships. In the early phases, the developers and frontline 

implementers engaged in a process of school and community engagement and in 

some cases community ownership for Accelerated Literacy had been developed. 

However, as scaling-up AL progressed school and community engagement and 

participation in relation to Accelerated Literacy appeared to dissipate. Although 

there was an effort to train Indigenous teachers it wasn’t clear to what extent this 

occurred.  

Top-down approaches to implementing English literacy reform in remote 

Northern Territory schools are in contrast to the view put forward by the Ministerial 

Council for Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA, 

2010) who argued that “improvements in the educational outcomes of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander students arise from collaborative action that is responsive 

to local needs...experience has shown that improvements in the educational 

outcomes of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students arise from collaborative 

action that it responsive to local needs” (p. 6). Likewise, Hargreaves (2009) argued 

“In the coming decade, we will learn and commit to the idea that the strongest and 

most effective schools are the schools that work with and affect the communities that 

affect them; schools where educational leaders are also effective community leaders” 

(p. 98).  

Luke (2011) asserted that research, policy, practice, evidence, and reform are 

“everyday problems” situated in “culture, ideology and political economy” that face 
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educators and reformers (pp. 367-368). Thus, Luke (2011) argued, policy making 

and implementation requires consideration of “local uptakes and collateral effects” 

as well as “engaging with complexity” underpinned by “rich interpretive historical, 

cultural, and political understandings” and “a narrow managerial science cannot 

suffice for such a task” (pp. 367-368).     

In order to make positive change to Indigenous education, Luke (2014) 

contended that what is needed is “…intercultural relationships between students and 

teachers, and a substantive engagement with Elders, parents and communities” 

(n.p.). Discussing Indigenous education in the Northern Territory Tatz (2009) argued 

that “those responsible for education” continue to pay lip service to Indigenous 

peoples about their aspirations for the education of their children and Indigenous 

peoples “remain recipients of what is deemed in their better interests” (p. 95).  

For education to be successful, consultation is essential (Buckskin, 2008; 

Tatz, 2009). One way to achieve this is through balanced approaches to scaling-up 

that enable system accountability and collaboration to occur. Buckskin (2008) 

explained:     

System-wide monitoring, evaluation and implementation of successful 

approaches—underpinned by engagement with Indigenous educators—are needed 

to “establish processes for identifying effective methodologies, and to evaluate their 

impact over time (p. 7). 

According to the Australian Human Rights Commission (2008) collaborative 

approaches to education reform in remote Indigenous communities are essential in 

order to develop “common understandings” and “aspirations” about school between 

leaders, teachers, parents, carers and students and to inform educational decision-

making so that it is contextually relevant (p. 22). It is only then that the provision of 
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education in remote communities can address the “complexity and diversity of each 

community” (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2008, p. 23).  

Recent approaches to implementation developed from a human rights 

perspective also call for participatory approaches to implementation and evaluation 

of education reform (UNICEF, 2007). This aligns with scaling-up education reform 

and implementation literature that found that reformers need to work collectively 

with the community in which the reform is to occur in order to bring about sustained 

change (Fixsen et al., 2005). Similarly, the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 

Commission (HREOC, 2008) argued that in remote communities such debates need 

to be conducted in the context of developing “common understandings” and 

“aspirations” about school between leaders, teachers, parents, carers and students 

and using this as a basis from which to make decisions about the best education 

approach in that context (p. 22). Indeed, HREOC (2008) asserted that it is only then 

that the provision of education in remote communities can address the “complexity 

and diversity of each community” (p. 23). Luke (2014) argued, to make positive 

change to Indigenous education you need “school-level curriculum planning, 

ongoing analyses of student progress, a focus on quality teaching and intercultural 

relationships between students and teachers, and a substantive engagement with 

Elders, parents and communities” (n.p.). This all suggests that approaches to 

implementing education reform must pay attention to collaboration at all levels and 

that this can be achieved through participatory approaches to implementation. 

Despite decades of research and policy that calls for school and community 

partnerships as key to reforming the provision of education for Indigenous students 

attending Northern Territory schools, school and community partnerships remain 

largely unobtainable. Tatz (2008) argued that in the Northern Territory “those 
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responsible for education” continue to pay lip service to Indigenous peoples about 

their aspirations for the education of their children and Indigenous peoples “remain 

recipients of what is deemed in their better interests” (p. 95). For education to be 

successful, Tatz (2008) argued, “those responsible for education need to consult with 

Indigenous Territorians about what they want from education not impose” (p. 95).  

Tatz (2008) argued:   

In close to 50 years of watching all of this, I have yet to see anyone sit down, 

seriously, for a month, or a fortnight at least, and allow local people, in language or 

through interpreters, to express what they expect or want from this ‘school 

business’. Until then, we go on gilding our endeavours, and lamenting the results.’  

(p. 95)     

This suggests that top-down metric driven mandates are at odds with what is 

known about effective implementation of education reform at scale and over fifty 

years of research and policy that highlights the imperative for collaborative 

approaches to English literacy reform for Indigenous students learning EAL/D that 

have at their heart, school and community partnerships. 

9.4 Legacies of failure and a quest to make a difference  

Scaling-up AL can be thought of as a quest to make a difference because, like 

all quests, the process of scaling-up AL was an arduous journey. For the reformers 

who participated in this study scaling-up AL was a difficult and complex experience 

into the unknown. Reformers who were on this quest to make a difference 

encountered unexpected circumstances, changing conditions, and mediated diverse 

beliefs about English literacy for Indigenous students learning EAL/D and 

conceptions of scaling-up. They were on a quest to achieve equal outcomes and 
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overcome disadvantage for Indigenous students attending remote Northern Territory 

schools. But to achieve this, the reformers needed to overcome legacies of failure.  

Scaling-up AL was a quest to make a difference because improving the 

English literacy achievement of Indigenous students is a longstanding political and 

pedagogical challenge that has implications for social justice and human rights. 

Although reformers had different conceptions of scaling-up AL their main concern 

was the same: making a difference and for all reformers who participated in this 

study this could be achieved by scaling-up AL. As illustrated throughout the phases 

of scaling-up AL and the core processes, reformers, with a range of perspectives, 

gave meanings to and continually engaged in a process of adapting to unanticipated 

conditions and circumstances individually and collectively in order to achieve their 

political and ideological imperatives.  

Experiencing scaling-up AL as a quest to make a difference meant believing 

that scaling-up AL would make a difference to the English literacy achievement—

and lives—of Indigenous students learning EAL/D. As illustrated throughout the 

phases of scaling-up AL and the core processes, some reformers experienced 

scaling-up AL as an ideological quest to overcome a history of Indigenous education 

policy and practice failure and its consequences of disadvantage. Because the 

reformers situated scaling-up AL in legacies of failure and they wanted to make a 

difference to their English literacy achievement and in turn, their lives. These 

reformers sought to “get literacy to these kids” and in particular, Indigenous students 

attending remote Northern Territory schools and learning EAL/D. These ideological 

imperatives meant that for these reformers, scaling-up Accelerated Literacy needed 

to succeed. For these reformers this was achieved through deep teacher change, 

inclusive interactions focused on the academic-literate discourse of age-appropriate 
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narrative texts and improved English literacy achievement. This shaped the ways that 

they adapted.   

For other reformers scaling-up AL was a political quest. These reformers 

perceived scaling-up from a population level; they were concerned about meeting the 

project deliverables and in particular the implementation metrics within timelines, 

and improved measures of student achievement. These political imperatives meant 

that for these reformers, scaling-up Accelerated Literacy needed to succeed. This 

was achieved through quantitative measures. This shaped the ways that they adapted.   

The process of scaling-up evolved as reformers adapted to unanticipated 

conditions and contexts but the changes made to implementation were not guided by 

a shared understanding—and agreement—informed by research, or through 

collaboration, where adaptation was part of the design. This study highlighted ways 

that reformers adapted to challenging implementation conditions and contexts in 

order to scale-up AL. Other studies share this perspective of scaling-up as an 

evolving process and highlight the importance of agile implementation (Clinton, 

2017). However, successful agile implementation requires research, planning and 

collaboration at all levels. As argued by Fullan et al. (2005a) central to large-scale 

reform is “purposeful interaction between and among individuals within and across 

the tri-levels, and indeed, within and across systems” (p. 17). It appears that some 

reformers understood this but because implementation was shaped by political and 

ideological imperatives rather than through a collaborative process at all levels it was 

shaped by reformers’ often conflicting goals as they reacted to the unanticipated 

consequences of previous phases. Implementation improved over time as reformers 

learned to adapt to meet the demands of scaling-up within the limits of individual 

and organisational capacity however the die was cast during the phases grasping AL 
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as the solution and scaling-up a pilot project which made the phase winding down 

inevitable. Legacies of failure and a quest to make a difference explain the ways 

reformers experienced scaling-up AL and how their political and ideological 

imperatives shaped the process.    

9.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter I presented the substantive grounded theory of reformers’ 

experiences of scaling-up AL, from their perspective. The theory emerged from my 

interpretations of the data and is situated in the historical, political, social and 

organisational contexts of this study context (Charmaz, 2006). When viewed from 

the lens of the substantive theory legacies of failure and a quest to make a difference 

the need for alternative approaches to those that shaped scaling-up AL is evident.  

In the following chapter I conclude this study. I provide an evaluation of the 

study, outline the contribution to knowledge, and highlight the implications and 

future research agendas.    
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CHAPTER 10: CONCLUSIONS  

10.1 Overview  

In the previous chapter I presented the conceptual framework that I 

developed to explain reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL. I explained how the 

conceptual comparison and integration of concepts emerging from this study led to a 

set of abstract concepts about social process. I outlined the inter-relatedness of the 

core social processes that were threaded through the phases of scaling-up AL and 

how this led to the substantive grounded theory. I compared the core concepts to the 

literature to discuss how my theory fits in or extends the literature, theories and 

discourses in relation to the aims and objectives of this research.  

In this final chapter I provide an evaluation of the study, outline the 

contribution to knowledge and highlight the implications and future research agendas 

for scaling-up English literacy reform for Indigenous students learning English as an 

Additional Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) and attending remote Northern 

Territory schools.    

10.2 Evaluation of the study  

In this section I evaluate the strengths and limitations of the study and present 

a critical evaluation of the quality of this study using Charmaz’s (2006) criteria; 

outline how this study contributes to the discipline knowledge; discuss the 

implications derived from this research; and identify suggested further research.  

Limitations and strengths  

This study has demonstrated that employing constructivist grounded theory 

methods and the theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism is an innovative 
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way to understand and explain reformers’ experiences of scaling-up English literacy 

reform. In particular, constructivist grounded theory enabled the evolving social 

process, and the ways this was shaped by reformers’ conceptions of scaling-up and 

perceptions of implementation conditions and contexts to be uncovered. Symbolic 

interactionism enabled me to uncover the meanings that reformers ascribed to these 

evolving processes, conditions and contexts. Had I chosen a different research 

approach or theoretical lens reformers’ experiences of scaling-up AL—and in 

particular the substantive theory—may not have emerged.  

 I invited 85 reformers who were involved in scaling-up AL to participate in 

interviews. Of these, 34 agreed. Had all 85 reformers participated in interviews 

different or additional concepts or processes may have emerged. The participants in 

this study were involved in scaling-up AL at different times and had a range of 

different roles. This enabled me to understand reformers’ experiences of scaling-up 

over time and from a range of perspectives.  

All of the interviews were conducted after the process scaling-up had 

concluded. This meant that reformers’ perspectives were retrospective and in some 

cases, interviews occurred years after reformers’ involvement. During the interviews 

some reformers commented about this and said that their memories were hazy 

however at the end of the interview they were surprised at how much they did 

remember. When analysing data and writing memos I reflected on these issues and 

concluded that because constructivist grounded theory aims to understand 

experiences it seeks retrospection not accurate recounts of reformers’ experiences. 

During the interviews reformers reconstructed their experiences through the process 

of reflecting and at the same time, co-constructing new meanings about their 

experiences of scaling-up AL. The findings reflect these co-constructions. 
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Nonetheless, had I conducted this research as scaling-up AL was unfolding the data 

would have provided insight into the social process as reformers were experiencing 

scaling-up.   

The documentary data were firmly positioned in the historical and socio-

cultural context in which it was produced (and the authors’ purpose) however much 

of the time I didn’t know who the author was, only the organisation that produced 

the document. This meant that I wasn’t able to interpret the documentary data 

according to the role of the reformer. And as with the interview data, the meaning of 

the documentary data were co-constructed as I interpreted it in light of the interview 

data and emerging findings.  

The findings of this research were derived from 34 education reformers who 

experienced scaling-up AL in the Northern Territory of Australia (2004-2009). The 

analysis was grounded in particular contexts of time, place, culture and situation 

(Charmaz, 2006). As such, the findings are not representative of all education 

reformers involved in scaling-up AL nor do they represent the experiences of 

education reformers involved in scaling-up English literacy reform in other contexts. 

Generalisability wasn’t the aim of this study. The product of qualitative studies is 

knowledge and understanding not facts that can be generalised.  

Credibility  

To establish credibility Charmaz (2006) advised researchers to provide a 

range of empirical data to support and assess their claims and to link this to the 

argument. When presenting the findings I explained and justified my interpretation 

of reformers’ experiences by moving back and forward between analytic statements 

(theoretical interpretation) and supporting description and illustration (evidence). 
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This enabled me to explicitly link the claims I was making to the data. Verbatim 

excerpts from interviews and documents captured reformers’ perspectives and 

illustrated and supported my interpretations.  

Similarly, Corbin and Strauss (2008) urged grounded theory researchers to 

ensure that “…the concepts give depth and complexity and show variation in 

findings through providing rich descriptive details and by specifying the links 

between these concepts” (pp. 305-307). I achieved this by using a mixture of 

descriptive commentary, analytical statements, and by providing a range of varied 

illustrations from the data. The variations are reflected in the titles of the concepts: 

conflicting conceptions of scaling-up and contested beliefs about English literacy for 

Indigenous students learning EAL/D and adapting to unanticipated conditions and 

contexts.       

As interpretive research is subjective, the researcher’s perspective also shapes 

the research process. My lens and positioning shaped the research. To address 

researcher bias I declared my involvement in this research in Chapter One: 

Introduction. I also engaged in reflective practices as was discussed in Chapter Two: 

Research Design.   

Originality  

Charmaz (2006) explained that originality is related to establishing the social 

and theoretical significance of the explanatory theory. That is, how the substantive 

theory provides new insights into current theories and practices related to the 

research phenomena. In Chapter Nine: Legacies of failure and a quest to make a 

difference I discussed how this study fits in or extends the literature, theories and 

discourses in relation to the aims and objectives of this research. 
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Resonance  

Developing categories that capture the “fullness” of the participants’ 

experiences is central to achieving resonance in constructivist grounded theory 

studies (Charmaz, 2006). According to Charmaz (2006) studies that have resonance 

“make sense to the participants” and analysis provides participants with “deeper 

insights about their lives and worlds” (p. 182). I haven’t presented this research yet 

however I still have regular contact with at least five reformers, some of whom 

participated in this study, and when I have discussed the emerging findings I have 

always been met with nods of agreement. All of my supervisors were involved in 

scaling-up AL and they haven’t always agreed with my emerging findings. This has 

highlighted further variance in the concepts and pushed me to more clearly articulate 

my interpretations and to ensure the evidence supports my interpretations.  

Corbin and Strauss (2008) argued that resonance is achieved by situating 

concepts in their contexts as this enables understanding and evaluation of the 

concepts. As discussed in Chapter Nine: Legacies of failure and a quest to make a 

difference the concepts and contexts are intertwined through the phases of scaling-up 

AL and the substantive theory.   

Usefulness  

 Charmaz (2006) judges usefulness by the extent to which the study 

contributes to knowledge and provides interpretations that are typically applicable to 

those encountered in “everyday lives/worlds” (p. 182). Similarly, Corbin and Strauss 

(2008) judge the usefulness of grounded theory in terms of its application to policy 

or practice. The ways that the theory that emerged from this study of reformers’ 

experiences of scaling-up AL: Legacies of failure and a quest to make a difference 
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contributes to knowledge and can be applied to policy and practice has been 

discussed on section 10.4 Implications.  

Thornberg and Charmaz (2013) add that usefulness can also be achieved if 

the analysis prompts further research. This is in line with Glaser’s (1998) view that 

the grounded theory can be “…readily modifiable as new data emerge”. So, although 

theoretical saturation is the goal of grounded theory, it is also the beginning point for 

future research (p. 17). In section 10.4 Implications: recommendations for future 

research I suggest that the substantive theory that emerged from this research be 

further developed and refined by exploring reformers’ experiences of implementing 

English literacy reform for Indigenous students learning EAL/D in other contexts.       

10.3 Contribution to knowledge  

This study offers original insights and contributes theoretically by building 

on and extending understandings of the social dimensions of scaling-up the 

implementation of English literacy reform for Indigenous students learning English 

as an Additional Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) and attending remote Northern 

Territory schools.  

This study offers a substantive theory that explains relationships currently 

unknown between reformers’ conceptions of implementation at scale, beliefs about 

scaling-up AL for Indigenous students learning English as an Additional Language 

and/or Dialect (EAL/D) in remote Northern Territory schools, and perceptions of 

implementation conditions and contexts shaped the process. That is, the substantive 

theory explains the ways that reformers situated scaling-up in a history of failure and 

how this shaped their beliefs, conceptions and perceptions, and in turn the process of 

scaling-up AL. This interpretive study provides valuable insights for education 
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reformers involved in scaling-up English literacy reform to further understand their 

own experiences and examine the ways this shapes their actions and interactions and 

in turn, the processes and outcomes of scaling-up.  

10.4 Implications  

The following section considers the implications for policy and practice, 

questions and issues that have arisen as a result of this study, and possible research 

agendas to further understand these. The implications I draw out provide  alternative 

to approaches to scaling-up English literacy reform derived from accountability and 

project management paradigms that view the prescription of evidence-based literacy 

programs and teacher professional learning as the keys to English literacy reform.    

The findings of this study of reformers’ experiences are relevant to policy 

makers and education reformers intending to scale-up the implementation of English 

literacy reform in remote schools where Indigenous Australian students are learning 

EAL/D. The findings of this study are not intended to be generalised however the 

understandings conveyed through the substantive theory may inform future English 

literacy reform policy, process, and practice. The findings suggest that scaling-up is 

a complex social process and highlight the importance of paying attention to how 

reformers shape this.  

The national and international literature that examines scaling-up from a 

social perspective provides insight into how reformers shape the process. However 

the capacity of education reformers to draw on this literature to inform scale-up is 

constrained by diverse conceptions, beliefs, along with their perceptions of 

implementation conditions and contexts.  It follows then that future efforts scaling-

up English literacy reform in Indigenous education contexts could be improved if 
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reformers participated in ongoing professional learning derived from current 

research about scaling-up and how reformers shape the process. The purpose would 

be to examine and understand how their perceptions, beliefs and conceptions in 

relation to the literature and to evaluate and critique how these social dimensions 

impact on the success or failure of scaling-up as it is occurring. By making the 

invisible visible, reformers will be able to better understand how reformer 

effectiveness shapes teacher effectiveness and student achievement.     

Developed and delivered by experts in the fields of policy implementation 

and scaling-up education reform, reformers would undertake ongoing and iterative 

cycles of participatory action research: literature review, planning, evaluation and 

reflection. All reformers and stakeholders would be involved in the process both 

individually and collectively. Since reformers have diverse political and ideological 

epistemologies expert mediators would work alongside education reform experts to 

facilitate the process. Given the findings of this study of reformers experiences of 

scaling-up AL and the political and ideological imperatives that shape 

implementation, this may be easier said than done.    

This thesis has argued that the evidence-base to guide approaches to English 

literacy education for Indigenous students in the Northern Territory and Australia is 

contested and there is no shared agreement of what evidence-based literacy is, or 

what works. This has implications for future reform attempts that call for evidence 

and for any future implementation efforts initiated by reformers, In addition, 

implications also relate to the importance of developing approaches to English 

literacy reform that are responsive to diverse and dynamic implementation 

conditions and contexts. To address this, the knowledge base about the efficacy and 

effectiveness of English literacy approaches for Indigenous students learning EAL/D 
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needs to be strengthened through rigorous evidence-based research that examines 

both the intervention and the implementation. Both qualitative and quantitative 

measures are needed to capture not only English literacy achievement outcomes, but 

the factors that contribute to this. In order for future attempts to scale-up to at least 

have a chance of success, the evidence-base needs to be established prior to scaling-

up, and continually tested throughout the implementation process as the intervention 

is first implemented with fidelity and then adapted to suit local contexts and 

conditions.            

Second, little is known about Indigenous stakeholders’ experiences of 

scaling-up AL or other English literacy reform efforts. Given that self-determination 

of education remains an important policy and social goal a similar study that 

uncovers and explains the experiences of Indigenous stakeholders would add a much 

neglected perspective to current understandings of the process of scaling-up English 

literacy reform to improve the achievement of Indigenous students.   

To address the implications of legacies of failure and a quest to make a 

difference outlined in Chapter Nine, future research is needed to examine whether 

human rights based approaches to implementing English literacy reform in 

Indigenous schools (Ma Rhea, 2014; UNICEF, 2007) may be more effective and 

sustainable in remote community schools than metric driven mandates. 

Implementation policies and processes that are derived from a Human Rights 

perspective foster Indigenous self-determination and collaborative approaches to 

implementation and are responsive to diverse and changing implementation 

conditions and contexts (Ma Rhea, 2014; UNICEF, 2007). Such an approach would 

enable conflicting conceptions of scaling-up and contested beliefs about English 

literacy for Indigenous students learning EAL/D–and the ways this shapes the 
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process of implementation and outcomes—to be addressed at the outset, rather than 

treated as a problem to be managed, or not recognised at all.  

Finally, to more fully understand the ways that education reformers shape the 

process of scaling-up English literacy it would also be useful to undertake further 

research to examine whether the substantive theory can be extended to explain 

efforts to reform Indigenous education in the Northern Territory, Australia. The 

ways that the substantive theory may explain scaling-up reform in similar contexts 

both nationally and internationally would also provide insights into reformers’ 

experiences of scaling-up, how this shapes the process, and the unintended 

consequences of this.   

10.5 Concluding comments  

I commenced this study in 2009 when scaling-up Accelerated Literacy was in 

the process of winding down. It was my puzzlement about the process of scaling-

up—and in particular my observations of this—that prompted me to undertake this 

study of reformers’ experiences. As I conclude this study it is evident that there are 

no simple answers to the prevailing challenge of providing equitable and effective 

English literacy education for Indigenous students learning English as an Additional 

Language and/or Dialect (EAL/D) and attending remote schools in the Northern 

Territory of Australia. Nonetheless, this study has made it clear that future attempts 

for reform must consider the ways that reformers shape the process.   
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APPENDICES  

Appendix 1a: Acronyms and initialisms  

  Full title  

COAG Council of Australian Governments  

DEET Department of Education, Employment and Training, Australian 
Government (1987–1998) 

DETYA Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, Australian 
Government (1998–2001) 

DEST Department of Education, Science and Training, Australian Government 
(2001–2007) 

DEEWR Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 
Australian Government (2007– 2013) 

DoE Department of Education, Australian Government (2013) 

DET Department of Education and Training, Australian Government (2013– 
present)  

IESIP Indigenous Education Strategic Initiative Programme  

MAP Multilevel Assessment Program 

MCEEDYA Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth 
Affairs (July 2009 – January 2012) 

MCEETYA Ministerial Council for Education Employment Training and Youth Affairs 
(June 1993–July 2009) 

NAPLAN National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy 

NTDoE Northern Territory Department of Education (1981–2000; 2013–current) 

NTDEET Northern Territory Department of Employment, Education and Training 
(2001–2009) 

NTDET Northern Territory Department of Education and Training (2009–2012) 
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Appendix 2a: Overview of responsibilities for scaling-up AL 

Organisation, department and responsibilities  Changes to departmental names  

The Australian Government Department 
Education, Science and Training (DEST) 
Indigenous Education Branch: 

 funded Scaffolding Literacy in Indigenous 
Schools Project and the National 
Accelerated Literacy Program (NALP)  

 managed NALP at the federal level  

 reported to the federal Minister for 
Education  

 participated in NALP governance (Steering 
Committee and Sponsor’s Group) 

The Australian Government Department 
of Education underwent several name 
changes: 

 Department of Education, Training 
and Youth Affairs (DETYA) 1998-
2001  

 Department of Education, Science 
and Training (DEST) 2001-2007 

 Department of Education, 
Employment and Workplace 
Relations (DEEWR) 2007-2013  

For consistency I refer to the Australian 
government department responsible for 
education as DEST, although when 
quoting other departments I adopt their 
terms.  

The Northern Territory Department of 
Education (NTDoE):  

 developed Indigenous literacy education 
policy and strategy  

 managed and led the implementation and 
reporting of NALP  

 reported to the NT Minster for Education  

 reported to the Indigenous Education 
Branch at DEEWR  

 participated in NALP governance (Steering 
Committee and Sponsor’s Group)  

 provided in school and workshop based 
professional learning  

 assessed student reading progress and 
entered results into the Accelerated 
Literacy database (ALIAS) for reporting  

The Northern Territory Department of 
Education underwent several name 
changes: 

 Department of Education (NTDoE) 
1981-2000; 2013-current 

 Department of Employment, 
Education and Training (NTDEET) 
2001-2009  

 Department of Education and 
Training (DET) 2009-2012 

For consistency I refer to the Northern 
Territory government department 
responsible for education as NTDoE 
however when quoting other 
departments I adopt their term.  

Charles Darwin University (CDU), NT:   

 managed and led the implementation and 
evaluation of (NALP) reported to NTDoE  

 participated in NALP governance (Steering 
Committee and Sponsor’s Group) 

 developed AL pedagogy   

 provided in school and workshop based 
professional learning  

Not applicable  
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Appendix 2b: Recruitment invitation email  

Dear XX,  

I am a PhD candidate at the School for Social and Policy Research at Charles 

Darwin University and am working under the supervision of Associate Professor 

Tess Lea (Charles Darwin University). I am sending you this email to invite you to 

assist me with my study: Reformers experiences of scaling-up Accelerated Literacy. 

The aim of this research is to understand and explain the process of scaling-up AL 

from the multiple perspectives of the reformers involved.  

I will be in xxx from xxx until the xxx.  If you are available for interview during 

this time could you please reply to this email and nominate a date and time.    

I have attached a Plain English Statement that outlines the purpose of the study, what 

would be expected of you if you choose to participate, how I will maintain 

confidentiality and disseminate results, and contact information. Participation is 

voluntary so if you don’t wish to participate in the project, you can say no. 

Please note that DET approval to conduct research was granted by Sharon Reeves 

(A/Director Planning Research and Review) on 10 December 2009 (REF 

DOC2009/08287 – 2009/2214).   

Kind Regards 

Claire Bartlett 

School for Social and Policy Research 

Charles Darwin University 
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Appendix 2c: Plain language statement  
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Appendix 2d: Consent form  
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Appendix 2e: Ethics approval to conduct research  

I have the permission of two human ethics committees to conduct this 

research. Ethics approval to conduct this research was granted by Charles Darwin 

University Human Ethics Committee (ref: H12176). This includes using data 

collected by Charles Darwin University for the National Accelerated Literacy Program 

(CDU ref: H06091 and H05073). Reciprocal ethics approval was also granted by 

Menzies School of Health Research Human Ethics Committee (ref: 2012-1917). 

In addition, I have approval to conduct category C research from the 

Northern Territory Department of Education (ref: DOC2008/08287). This category 

involves research projects from students undertaking undergraduate or postgraduate 

coursework. Formal approval meant that I could invite staff employed by NTDoE to 

participate in this research.   
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Appendix 2f: Participant profiles 

 Pseudonym  Professional role Period 
involved  

1.  ANDERSON, Craig  Bureaucrat  1990s-2010 

2.  BERNSTEIN, Leanne  EAL/D expert     1990s-2010 

3.  CHALL, Ian  Frontline implementer   2000-2010 

4.  CAHILL, Sharon Manager  2003-2005 

5.  CANLEY, Katrina Manager  2007-2009 

6.  DABBS, Phillippa  Manager  2009-2010 

7.  DEMPSEY, Ursula Manager/Frontline implementer 1990s-2010 

8.  ELDERIDGE, Kim  Academic   2009 

9.  ENFIELD, Andrew  Bureaucrat  2004-2010 

10.  FARMER, Frances Frontline implementer 2000-2010  

11.  FABELA, Calotina Bureaucrat  2004-2010  

12.  HEWITT, Illana  Academic   2003-2006  

13.  IVERSON, Belinda  Manager  2007-2009 

14.  JORGENSON, Gina Academic   2004-2009 

15.  INGLES, Jan Manager  2005-2007 

16.  ILLINGSWORTH, Gabrielle  Bureaucrat  2002-2005 

17.  HUGHES, Alistair Academic  1990s-2010  

18.  HUNT, Felicity Frontline implementer 1997-2009 

19.  KRABBLE, Marion  Bureaucrat  2001-2010 

20.  LINGARI, Zoe Bureaucrat  2001-2004 

21.  MARSHALL, Beth  Frontline implementer 2001-2010 

22.  McCALL, Uma  Academic/Bureaucrat   2002-2010  

23.  MATTHEWS, Carol  Bureaucrat  2007-2010 
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24.  NOLAN, Linda Academic       2001-2010 

25.  NEIL, Sally  Academic/Bureaucrat   2005-2010 

26.  NELSON, Anne   Academic/Frontline implementer  1990s-2010  

27.  O’REILLY, Ellen Manager/Frontline implementer 1990s-2010 

28.  QUALE, Shirley Bureaucrat  2004-2010 

29.  QUEEN, Karly   Frontline implementer 2001-2010 

30.  STRACHAN, Caroline Frontline implementer 2005-2010 

31.  TILLEY, Ida  Frontline implementer 2002-2010  

32.  UNERWOOD, Colin Bureaucrat   2001-2010 

33.  WATSON, Rosy  Frontline implementer 2002-2008 

34.  ZADORA, Anthony  Bureaucrat  2004-2010  

 


