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Executive Summary
Aims and Method
This project sought to increase teacher confidence and knowledge in the teaching of writing in K-2
classrooms, impart practical strategies for team teaching, and lead to increased support for a focus
on the teaching of writing in the early years from school leadership teams and instructional leaders
(ILs) in the project schools. A key tenet of the Professional Learning (4 sessions across the year) was the
importance of drawing and talking in the learning of writing.

“ . . . the artefacts of children’s drawing activity may provide insight into children’s interests
and personal experiences, it is within the act of drawing itself whereby children come to
make meaning of their everyday worlds” (Sunday, 2017, p.87).

The research adopted a mixed methods approach. A survey containing quantitative and qualitative
questions was administered before and after schools participated in the program of professional learning
(PL) to observe potential changes in knowledge, attitudes, confidence and self-reported practices. Interviews
and focus groups were also conducted following participation in the program of professional learning. These
methods were supplemented with 16 interview/focus groups with participants from the six case study schools
as well as classroom observations and classroom videos.

Participants
Approximately 80 people (teachers, ILs and school leaders) from 26 Early Action for Success (EAfS) schools
from the NSW Department of Education (DoE) volunteered to participate in the project. Participating schools
varied in terms of demographics (percentage of indigenous students, LBOTE students, combination of rural
and metropolitan schools etc). Six of the schools volunteered to be case study schools. Visits to the case
study schools (2-3 per school in second half of 2019) included classroom observations, the provision of
feedback and staff meeting input.

Key outcomes
Increased knowledge, increased confidence and increased number of strategies for teaching writing.
1.

82% of teachers and 81% of ILs reported increased knowledge about how children learn to write.
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2.

77% of teachers and 84% of ILs reported increased knowledge of alternative teaching

strategies and approaches to instruction in writing K-2.
3.

Teacher confidence increased in the teaching of writing, teaching of reading and in their own

writing. Consistent with the focus of the PL, confidence in the teaching of writing increased the most.
4.

ILs increased in confidence in their ability to teach reading and writing, in how to support teachers

to teach writing and reading, and in demonstrating writing to teachers.
5.

A substantial number of participants considered themselves to be writers after participating in

the program of PL (52% before versus 84% after).

Responses to open ended survey questions provided further evidence of substantial benefits of
participation in program of PL. Sixteen interviews and focus group discussions added depth to the survey
findings with four extra themes coming through from the data.
1.

The first related to change, with participants discussing how they now had a clear path to change
and were keen to start the 2020 school year with confidence and direction. Discussions included
ways that the ILs and school leadership teams were supporting the focus on the teaching of writing in
the early years of school although schools varied in their approaches and some were further along than
others. Staff changes were a challenge in some schools. Participants discussed their excitement in
regard to improved student attitude towards themselves as writers, their engagement with
writing in class and their successful creation of multimodal texts. The impact of Draw, Talk, Write
and Share was discussed by many teachers and ILs as having a positive impact on writing in K-2
classrooms. The power of Interactive Writing was recognised although this was also seen as a source
of challenge for some teachers: a challenge they were excited about. Teachers and ILs were excited
about implementing Draw, Talk, Write and Share and Interactive Writing in 2020.

2.

Working with the wider community, helping the community have a better understanding of the
connections between drawing, talking and writing and how writing in the early years is approached at
their school was a common theme coming from the interviews.

3.

The third theme related to participants’ understandings of writing as a transition process.

4.

The fourth theme coming out of the interviews related to a shift in the way data, relating to writing,
was being used in schools. There was a great deal of discussion around the analysis of student work
samples, in teams and in planning meetings. In many cases the Writing Analysis Tool (Mackenzie, Scull
& Munsie, 2013) was used with the Progressions and NSW English K-6 Syllabus.

Classroom observations, some of which were video recorded and analysed, indicate that teachers
find changing their practice difficult. However, their increased knowledge and confidence gave them the
strength to work towards new approaches to the teaching and learning of writing and improved ability to
identify and capitalise on teachable moments, thereby increasing the power of their teaching. Video
evidence showed teachers working in their school teams, guided by their ILs to improve practice. The
videos have been reviewed and sections chosen, edited and prepared by the DoE media team for
sharing with other teachers in 2020. They will provide valuable discussion and reflection opportunities as
well as evidence of teachers from the project working actively to improve learning opportunities for children.
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Limitations and further considerations
The 26 schools involved in the study were selected by the DoE EAfS team and considered to serve students
from low SES communities. Schools needed to be able to fund the travel associated with the PL sessions
being run in Sydney. Schools not funded under the EAfS strategy were not invited to participate. The small
number of schools, and restrictions regarding participation, mean that the data cannot be seen as
representative of all NSW DoE schools. The short time line for the completion of survey 1 (3 days) and timing
of survey 2 and the interviews (end of term 4 is a busy time of the school year) made data collection difficult.
A further consideration was created by changes of staff during the year for some schools – changes in ILs,
School Leaders and teachers meant that in some cases participants were unable to participate in all PL
sessions or were absent when the researcher visited the school to collect data (interviews and focus
groups). Changes in staff at the end of the 2019 school year also make it difficult for schools to continue
what they started in 2019. Self-report nature of the survey and interview data is also a limitation although the
observations and videos helped to counteract that.

Conclusions
The outcomes of the project were positive with all intended outcomes achieved (see key outcomes above).
The main achievements included the increased knowledge about writing and the teaching of writing and the
increased confidence in the teaching of writing (teachers) and the support for the teaching of writings (ILs).
Participants were excited about the teaching strategies shared in the PL sessions and to varying degrees
they were utilising these with positive outcomes. Draw, Talk, Write and Share and Interactive Writing had
both proved successful in engaging students in writing, improving student attitude towards writing and
providing opportunities and structure for students to develop writing skills and knowledge. The classroom
observations and video data support our understandings that changing practice is more difficult than
changing knowledge and confidence. This identifies the need for teachers to receive ongoing support from
ILs in addition to access to quality PL input. Likewise ILs need ongoing support if they are to support
classroom practice.

Recommendations


The project is expanded in 2020 to provide opportunities for further schools to be involved in the
professional learning opportunities.



Other EAfS schools are encouraged to include Draw, Talk, Write and Share and Interactive Writing
in their early years writing programs



ILs should continue to receive support in terms of how to support teachers and school communities
with early writing.



Associate Professor Mackenzie continues to work with the state EAfS team as well as providing
mentoring to a small number of identified teachers in order to create video resources that would help
ILs in their work with teachers.
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The study
If we encourage and value drawing and talking . . . we can build a bridge between
children’s prior experiences, current systems of meaning making and the new
system of writing. (Mackenzie, 2011)
Study rationale
Despite claims often made by providers of teacher professional development, not all professional learning
programs (PL) provided to schools are evidence-based or grounded in research, and very few have their
effectiveness evaluated in ways that are methodologically sound. More research is needed that performs
scientific evaluation of potential impacts of engagement in professional learning opportunities. There has
been even greater neglect in the literature for the role of writing in literacy development, with research
instead tending to focus almost exclusively on reading or oral language development, and resources to
support these areas (Hempenstall & Buckingham, 2016; Kendeou, ven den Broek, White, & Lynch, 2009).
However there is an increasing understanding of the need to focus on writing, including a need to re-imagine
what young children are learning about writing and to examine how educators support children’s progression
and continuity in early literacy learning as they move into and through the early years of schooling
(Mackenzie & Scull, 2018; Graham & Perin, 2007).
Of all language and communication activities, writing is the most complex and for many children the most
difficult (Bromley, 2007), as highlighted in national testing data (Wyatt-Smith & Hackson, 2016). Construction
of written texts in the 21st century is further complicated by digital forms of text construction. Competency in
written communication in early childhood has been linked to achievement with literacy (Cutler & Graham,
2008), reading (Gerde, Bingham & Wasik, 2012), and accomplishment in school (Clay, 2001). Further
research with young children is needed to understand how to build the ‘learning capital’ children need to
engage with conventional forms of writing, both traditional and digital and how success with early writing
leads to later success with writing.
The current project attempted to address some of these gaps in a small way through:1) The provision of a
program of professional learning that was informed by existing and emerging research and; 2) An evaluation
of the program of professional learning on teacher confidence, knowledge and practices in the teaching of
writing in the early years. This research outcomes help advance knowledge of how writing is being taught in
the early years of school in NSW, and some of the challenges being faced by teachers, ILs and senior
school leaders at this time.

Research aims
The study described in the current report focused on the teaching of writing in the first three years of school.
This focus aligns with research that demonstrates how early intervention has the potential to improve
opportunities for children, promote fairness along with productivity in the economy and society generally
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(Heckman, 2006). Intervention in the early years has been shown to have greater impacts for a constant
level of investment than at later ages, as demonstrated by Carneiro and Heckman’s (2003) rate of return to
investment curve.

Research questions
1. What impact does participation in the Professional Learning (PL) associated with the project have on
a school’s approach to writing across K-2 classrooms? Are the strategies shared introduced into the
school’s pedagogical approach to teaching writing? Do the post- questionnaires of School Leaders
(SLs) provide evidence of this?
2. What impact does participation in the project have on teachers’ confidence and knowledge of
teaching writing to K-2 students?
3. What impact does the application of a Writing Analysis Tool (Mackenzie, Scull & Munsie, 2013;
Mackenzie, Scull & Bowles, 2015) have on teachers’ ability to identify K-2 students’ writing strengths
and needs (secretarial and authorial)?
4. What impact does the implementation of ‘Interactive Writing’ (Mackenzie, 2015) have on teachers’
ability to identify and respond to teachable moments (authorial and secretarial elements) during coconstruction of texts?
5. What impact does a focus on the relationship between drawing, talking and writing look like in K-2
classrooms (Mackenzie, 2011, 2014; Mackenzie & Veresov, 2013)?
6. What impact does a focus on the relationship between drawing, talking and writing have on K-2
students’ writing quality and attitude to writing (Mackenzie, 2011, 2014; Mackenzie & Veresov,
2013)?
7. What impact does a focus on ‘learning to look at and write the letters of the alphabet’ (Mackenzie,
2019; Mackenzie & Spokes, 2018) have on teachers’ approaches to print awareness with K-2
students?

Background
Definition of writing:
In the study described here, ‘writing’ is defined as any or all forms of text creation including scribble, drawing,
writing with letters, words and or sentences, as well as multimodal and digital text creation. This includes all
aspects of text creation including: text structure, sentence grammar, vocabulary choices, spelling,
punctuation and handwriting.

Why writing?
“How young children perform in literacy is of interest and concern to politicians, the media, educators,
families and learners themselves” (Mackenzie, 2014, p.182). In recent years, dramatic changes in literacy
practices, developing technologies and new economies have “impacted directly on what literacy is seen to
be, what can and should be included in literacy curriculum, and how literacy pedagogy should be organized,
delivered and assessed” (Lo Bianco, 2016, p. v). Furthermore, schools and teachers are experiencing
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increased pressures associated with high stakes testing (Mackenzie, 2011). Reflected in these contextual
realities, literacy is now recognised as a priority learning area in early years’ curricula and referenced in
curriculum frameworks (DEEWR, 2009, UNICEF, 2012). Becoming literate is a child’s right and expectation
(UNICEF, 2012). Importantly, success with writing is linked to achievement with literacy generally (Cutler &
Graham, 2008), reading specifically (Gerde, Bingham & Wasik, 2012), academic endeavour (Fang & Wang,
2011) and the ability to successfully engage within a society (Heckman, 2006).
Learning to write in a conventional form is a complex process which normally requires explicit teaching
(Olson, 2009). It entails the interaction of cognitive and physical factors involving the hand, eye, and both
sides of the brain (Bromley, 2007), and develops at many levels simultaneously (Tolchinsky, 2016).The
findings from Brandt’s 2015 longitudinal study of adults writing as part of their daily work have shed new light
on the role that writing plays in the lives of citizens in developed countries in the current era. According to
Brandt (2015), while writing has always been used for work purposes, writing itself is increasingly becoming
“the product that is bought and sold, as it embodies knowledge, information, invention, service, social
relations, news – that is, the products of the new economy” (p. 16). Brandt’s work highlights the central role
of writing in the current era, and an increased need to develop high-level writing skills to actively participate
with new technologies. Similarly, MacArthur, Graham and Fitzgerald suggest that, “writing performance is a
matter of considerable concern” (2016, p. 1) and emphasise the need for a focus on writing in schools and in
research.

The program of professional learning (PL) that was central to the research project was initiated by the NSW
Department of Education (DoE). Associate Professor Mackenzie was invited to design and develop a
program of PL to support teachers in their teaching of writing to children in the first three years of school. The
associated research informed and evaluated the outcomes of the PL, and built on Mackenzie’s ongoing
program of research focused on the teaching and learning of writing in the early years and her previous work
on effective teacher professional learning.

Schools that were part of the NSW DoE Early Action for Success (EAfS) strategy (i.e. schools in the lowest
quartile of NAPLAN performance in literacy and numeracy), were invited to submit an expression of interest
to participate in a program of professional learning, focused on early writing and delivered by Mackenzie in
2019. Fifty five schools expressed interest in participating; 26 were selected by the DoE. While many of the
participating schools have also been a part of other initiatives aimed at improving the teaching of writing (e.g.
the Language, Learning and Literacy (L3) program), these schools were still concerned about their student
outcomes in writing and looking for further guidance and professional learning opportunities.

The program of PL was delivered by Mackenzie in 2019 to approximately 75-80 educators (sample size)
from the 26 schools. Each school had a team of 2-5 participate in the PL: a school leader (e.g. principal or
assistant principal [SL]); an Instructional Leader [IL] and a teacher [T] (who is teaching a K-2 class in 2019).
Due to different school sizes, some schools sent only two staff while others sent 4-5.

Final Report for the NSW Department of Education; 20 March 2020
Associate Professor Noella Mackenzie Faculty of Arts and Education Building adaptive expertise in the teaching of writing

Page 10 of 51

PL participants were invited to respond to an on-line pre-questionnaire prior to the first PL session (to inform
the design of the PL and assess baseline levels of knowledge and confidence in the instruction of writing in
the early years). A post-questionnaire at the end of 2019 measured self-reported changes as a result of
participation in the PL. The questionnaires administered to the different participant groups (i.e. teachers,
school leaders, ILs) included some common questions, however there were also a number of targeted
questions provided uniquely to each participant group. Only participants involved in the program of PL were
invited to respond to the questionnaires.

Sample
The NSW Department of Education selected twenty six schools to participate in the research from a pool of
55 schools who volunteered to be involved. A total of 75-80 educators were involved in this project. Six
schools were then selected from the larger study sample to participate as case study schools. All 26 schools
received group professional learning from Associate Professor Mackenzie at central locations and the 6 case
study schools received one-on-one school based input. The list of all schools involved in this project and
those which comprised the case study schools is available in Appendix 1.

Professional Learning Input
Professional Learning input was provided in Sydney by Associate Professor Mackenzie on four occasions
across the year. Participants were also involved in reflection and collaborative tasks during these workshops.
Schools sent teams of varying sizes and included one or two ILs, a School Leader (e.g. Assistant Principal)
and one or two teachers from Kindergarten, Grade one or Grade two. Team sizes varied. Schools came from
across NSW (see page 12). Schools were provided with a list of readings to support the PL sessions (see
Appendix 2 for the list of readings). The following topics were covered in the PL sessions:
th

Day 1 (14 March):






The role of the teacher in the writing classroom
Building on students’ strengths: Draw, Talk, Write
Translating Draw, Talk, Write into the classroom
Print Awareness and the Alphabetic Principle
Interactive Writing on Steroids
th

Day 2 (20 June)



Writing Analysis
Read Aloud and the teaching of vocabulary (an authorial skill) in the early years of school
th

Day 3 (15 August)




Identifying your success stories
Adjusting the scaffold
The writing teacher
st

Day 4 (31 October)



Re-visiting Interactive Writing – making teaching decisions on the run
Group writing tasks
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School sharing sessions
Personal Reflections

Case Study Schools
Associate Professor Mackenzie visited each of the 6 Case Study Schools between two and three times.
Visits were organised around school needs and included classroom observations and the provision of
feedback as well as staff meeting input.

Study design
Questionnaires were administered before and after the PL in order to observe potential changes in
knowledge, attitudes, confidence and self-reported practices. Questionnaire data are available from the three
participant groups (school leaders, ILs and teachers) and at both time points (pre and post the PL input). The
questionnaire data related to:

1. Teacher/Instructional Leader confidence;
2. Teacher/Instructional Leader knowledge;
3. Teacher/Instructional Leader practices; and
4. School leader understandings of how to support the teaching of writing in their school.

For the six case study schools who received one-on-one school based PL, their post experience
interviews/focus groups also provided an opportunity to discuss topics from the post-questionnaire in greater
depth as well as change, working with their school community, the writing transitions and how data was
used.

Pre-Questionnaire
Prior to the first PL session, participants were invited to complete the pre-questionnaire on-line via
SurveyMonkey. Given the anonymous nature of participation, completion and submission of the
questionnaire on-line was deemed consent for the study. This was explained in the information sheet sent to
each school and provided at the start of the questionnaire. The information sheet, which all participants were
instructed to read before completing the questionnaire, also included contact details of the key researcher
(for confidential questions/clarification).
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Post-Questionnaire
Participants were invited to complete the post-questionnaire in early December, following the final PL
session to measure impact of the project. Completion of the questionnaire was completely voluntary, and
was administered through SurveyMonkey.

Data/measurement
The questionnaires consisted of between 8 and 28 questions depending on respondent type and
questionnaire number (see Table 1). A mix of qualitative and quantitative items was used in both
questionnaires. The first pre-questionnaire contained more questions than the post-questionnaire, in large
part due to inclusion of demographic items.

Below are some example items from the questionnaires:
 Knowledge: What do you think is meant by the explicit teaching of writing? (Qualitative)
 Confidence: Rate your confidence as a teacher of writing? - not at all to extremely (Quantitative)
 Teachers’ practice: What is currently working well in terms of the teaching of writing at your school?
(Qualitative)

Table 1 - Number of questions for each role in both questionnaires

Role

Pre-Questionnaire

Post-Questionnaire

Teachers

28

22

Instructional leaders

24

14

School leaders

21

8

Ethics
This project has been approved by Charles Sturt University Human Research Ethics committee (H19104)
and the NSW State Education Research Applications Process (SERAP 2019229).

Data analysis
This study has adopted a mixed methods approach. Data generated from six participating case study
schools included their expressions of interest and interviews/focus groups. Data generated from pre and
post questionnaires from the twenty-six participating schools have also been analysed. Qualitative and
quantitative analysis methods were used as follows:
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Quantitative analysis
All quantitative data was gathered from the on-line questionnaires. Descriptive statistics have been
calculated at both time points (pre and post) for participant confidence in the teaching of reading and writing,
and confidence in participants own writing. Confidence was measured on a seven-point Likert scale from 1
(not at all confident) to 7 (extremely confident). Continuous variables have been described with means and
standard deviations. Categorical variables have been described with frequencies and percentages.

Qualitative analysis
The expressions of interest and post PL interviews/focus group discussions from representatives (including
IL teams; deputy principals; and individual staff) of the six case study schools selected to participate, as well
as the open ended responses to questions in both the pre and post (IL, School leader, and Teacher)
questionnaires of the twenty-six schools generated data for analysis. QSR International NVivo 12 Pro
qualitative data analysis software was used to ask questions and explore themes emerging from the data, as
well as to assess participant knowledge both before and after the PL.

Further evidence of engagement
At the final PL session the 26 schools were invited to share their outcomes with other schools. The style of
presentation was up to each school to determine, but needed to include successes and challenges. Many
schools created PowerPoint presentations to share, some summarised their outcomes in a one page
document and others created short videos. Many brought along or included student samples.

Findings and discussion
Response Rate
Overall, there was a very pleasing and high rate of response to both questionnaires, which allowed for high
levels of confidence in the generalisability of the sample to represent all individuals and schools who
participated in the program of professional learning. The number of responses to the post-questionnaire was
slightly lower than the pre-questionnaire. We acknowledge that the post-questionnaire was conducted at a
time when school leaders and teachers are incredibly busy with end of year challenges (i.e. questionnaires
sent out towards the end of the year in December). Despite this, responses to the post questionnaires were
only slightly smaller than responses to the pre-questionnaires.
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Participating Schools
This section will describe the schools involved in this project, drawing on demographic data collected through
the pre-questionnaire as well as publicly available data extracted from https://myschool.edu.au.
ALL SCHOOLS

Twenty-six schools participated in the project. All were from the NSW Department of Education. There was a
balance of regional and metropolitan schools as can be seen in figure 1 below.

58% REGIONAL

42% MAJOR CITIES

Figure 1. All schools by location (regional and major cities)

This section provides a breakdown of the 20 participating schools which were not case study schools. The
immediately succeeding section provides the same data for the 6 case study schools
Table 2 - MySchool Data (Schools who participated in PL but were not case study school)

School

Indigenous

LBOTE

ICSEA

Enrolments

Attendance

Ashcroft
Ballina
Banksia Road
Bidwill
Booragul
Broken Hill North
Campbellfield
Campbelltown East
King Street
Koonawarra
Manly West
Nowra East
Oaklands Central
Ruse
Tahmoor
Wallsend
Westdale
Wiripaang
Wyong
Yoogali
AVERAGE

15%
39%
1%
26%
12%
35%
12%
12%
22%
33%
1%
55%
1%
5%
14%
14%
32%
31%
20%
19%
20%

68%
7%
92%
43%
6%
3%
58%
35%
3%
4%
23%
5%
9%
22%
8%
17%
5%
6%
17%
14%
22%

867
836
967
832
934
852
951
926
871
840
1140
752
966
969
932
936
875
825
928
857
903

252
256
549
339
212
252
284
334
365
230
866
339
71
437
378
285
521
208
461
37
334

90%
90%
94%
87%
92%
88%
90%
91%
91%
89%
94%
85%
89%
92%
92%
92%
92%
88%
92%
94%
91%

Note: LBOTE = Language Background Other Than English
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CASE STUDY SCHOOLS

Six schools were selected by the DoE EAfS team to be case study schools, based on submission of an
expression of interest. A breakdown of some of the key features of these six schools are shown in the image
below (Fig. 2) and in Table 3. The six schools differed quite substantially in a number of ways. For example,
there was a difference of 715 students between the largest school (Rutherford) and the smallest school (The
Meadows). Similarly, the percentage of indigenous students varied across the schools, where Hillvue had
the highest number of indigenous students (71%) and Merrylands East had the lowest number (2%). The
ratio of students with a language background other than English similarly differed substantially between the
schools, ranging from the majority of the student body (89%) to none at all.

50% REGIONAL

50% MAJOR CITIES

Figure 2. Case study schools by location (regional and major cities)

Table 3 - MySchool Data (Case Study Schools)

School
Griffith
Hillvue
Merrylands East
Rutherford
Tamworth South
The Meadows

AVERAGE

Indigenous

LBOTE

ICSEA

Enrolments

Attendance

26%
71%
2%
17%
40%
13%

53%
0%
89%
7%
4%
55%

839
731
953
933
851
949

386
314
369
950
629
235

90%
88%
92%
91%
91%
90%

28%

35%

876

481

90%

Note: LBOTE = Language Background Other Than English.

Quantitative
A total of 72 people responded to the pre-questionnaire and 62 responded to the post-questionnaire. This
represents a very high rate of response, given a total of approximately 80 people participated in the PL. The
number of individuals who responded to the questionnaires by their role is shown in the pie charts below.
Due to the voluntary nature of the pre and post questionnaires, it was possible for a participant to complete
just the pre-questionnaire or only the post questionnaire, or both. Although participants were asked to create
a unique ID, and enter this into both questionnaires in an attempt to link an individual’s pre and postquestionnaire data, it was not possible in all cases to do this. Problems occurred when a participant only
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completed one of the questionnaires or if they changed their unique password from the pre to post
questionnaire.

POST

PRE
School
Leaders

School
Leaders

Teachers

Teachers

12

9
22

30
30
ILs

31
ILs

Figure 3. Breakdown of the sample by participant type at pre and post assessment

Demographics
SCHOOL LEADERS, INSTRUCTIONAL LEADERS, AND TEACHERS

School leaders reported being in their current role for an average of 3 years. Similarly, ILs reported being in
their role for an average of 3 years, while they reported an average of 22 years teaching in total. On average,
ILs had been at their current (base) school for 5 years and were supporting an average of two schools and
10 teachers. Teachers reported a lower average number of years teaching compared to ILs (11 years), but
had been at the current base school for the same amount of time as the ILs (5 years).

Changes from Pre-Post
Confidence was measured using three questions, one targeting confidence with their own writing, another
targeting confidence with teaching reading, and the final question targeting confidence with teaching writing.
All confidence questions were measured on a 7 point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not at all confident) to 7
(extremely confident). Thus, confidence scores could range from 1 to 7, with higher scores indicating higher
levels of confidence. As can be seen in Table 4 below, teachers showed an increase in average confidence
in their own writing as well as in the teaching of reading and writing. ILs also increased confidence on all
areas measured (Table 4).

Writing entails the interaction of cognitive and physical factors
involving the hand, eye and both sides of the brain (Bromley, 2007)
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Table 4 - Change in confidence (Pre-Post) - Teachers

PRE

POST

Mean

Std. Dev

Mean

Std. Dev

Own writing

4.43

1.33

4.72

1.20

Teach reading

5.40

0.89

5.73

0.77

Teach writing

4.60

0.93

6.00

0.61

NB: Higher scores indicate greater confidence
Mean = average of all participant’s scores; Std. Dev = standard deviation, which is a standardised measure of how much
participant’s scores vary from the average.

Table 5 - Change in confidence (Pre-Post) - Instructional Leaders

PRE

POST

Mean

Std. Dev

Mean

Std. Dev

Own writing

5.47

0.90

6.26

0.71

Teach reading

4.97

1.27

5.59

1.15

Teach writing

6.07

0.78

6.67

0.62

Support teachers to teach reading

5.40

1.04

6.37

0.63

Support teachers to teach writing

6.00

0.79

6.63

0.63

Demonstrating writing to teachers

5.30

1.02

6.30

0.67

NB: Higher scores indicate greater confidence
Mean = average of all participant’s scores; Std. Dev = standard deviation, which is a standardised measure of how much
participant’s scores vary from the average.



Only 63% of ILs considered themselves writers before the PL, but this increased to
96% after the PL.



Only 40% of teachers considered themselves writers before the PL, although this
increased to 68% after the PL.

As can be seen in Figure 4 below, a substantial number of participants reported gains following participation
in the PL in the areas of increased knowledge, increased confidence, the acquisition of alternative teaching
strategies and approaches to team instruction to writing across K-2. For example, 82% of teachers and 81%
of ILs reported increased knowledge following participation in the program of PL.
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Percentage

100
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Alternate teaching Team instruction to
strategies
writing across K-2
ILs Teachers

Other

Figure 4. Gains from participation

Qualitative themes
Expressions of interest
Working “up from the data” (Richards 2009, pp. 73-74) text from the case study schools participating
describing what they wanted from participating in the project, their schools aims, beliefs, values, and
direction was read and coded into categories. Most schools provided demographic descriptions of their
schools and cohorts and teaching staff to support their desired participation. One school provided an image,
(Fig. 5) depicting how a student responded to the text, Amelia Ellicott’s Garden (Stafford & King 2000).

Figure 5. Student response to text Amelia Ellicott's Garden (Provided by Hillvue PS)

Project vision.
All participating schools outlined their desired outcomes from participating in the project and passionately
described their reasoning. Themes relating to students included: confidence in writing; drawing, writing,
talking; strategies for writing; building writing stamina; idea development; impact on students; transition to

Final Report for the NSW Department of Education; 20 March 2020
Associate Professor Noella Mackenzie Faculty of Arts and Education Building adaptive expertise in the teaching of writing

Page 19 of 51

school; self-regulated learners; build on strengths; oral language development; identify as writer; enjoyment.
Themes relating to teaching staff included: strengthening community partnerships; impact on staff; collecting
evidence to implement strategies; deepen understanding of writing pedagogy; design effective strategies;
mentor texts; gain teacher support; change expectations; improve attitudes; improve practice; targeted
teaching; intentional teaching; and enabling.
“And we want to do all we can to enable them [the students] to live the best lives possible.” (The Meadows
Primary School EOI)

Pre-questionnaire
On-line questionnaires for ILs, School leaders, and Teachers were administered via an on-line link provided
to the twenty-six participating schools by the DoE. Seventy two (72) responses to the open ended questions
(30 ILs responded to 9 opportunities to provide text responses; 12 School leaders responded to 10
opportunities to provide text responses; and 30 Teachers responded to 27 opportunities to provide text openended responses) were collected. The responses were categorised within questionnaires, then read, re-read
and coded to emerging themes.

School leaders
School leaders were asked:
 To list 2-3 things that are currently working well in the teaching of writing (K-2) at their
school.
“Lessons are based on rich and engaging texts chosen in response to students' interests.” (School
leader 2)

Other themes included using experiences as stimulus, planning for writing, setting goals, and
understanding the writing process.
“Provocative events...building up language through different media and events to build up
excitement and topic/vocab knowledge before writing.” (School leader 11)



To list 2-3 challenges in the teaching of writing (K-2) at their school?
The following graph (Fig.6) displays the challenges listed by school leaders. Student engagement
and phonics were the most frequently mentioned challenges by school leaders. Disruptive behaviour
interrupts the delivery of quality lessons despite supports to address this. Student disinterest in
tasks, lack of confidence and reluctance to write frustrate teachers. Other challenges listed less
frequently were complex needs, consistency of teaching, fine motor skills, and staff turnover.
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Number of references coded

School leaders: Challenges in the teaching of
writing (K-2) at your school (Pre-questionnaire)
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

Themes

Figure 6. School leaders: Challenges in the teaching of writing (K-2)



How will the School Leadership team support positive change in the approach to teaching
writing at their school in 2019?
Of equal weight were comments coded to collaboration and time when answering this question.
The school leaders also considered analysis of work samples, professional development,
encouragement and investment in quality texts as important support mechanisms for positive
change.
“Time for colleagues to share ideas and samples of work across K-6, to see where the students
come from and where they go.” (School leader 11)



What are they hoping their school will gain and what are they hoping to gain personally from
the professional learning?
One school leader responded expressing personal hopes and hopes for the school as application of
best practice and contemporary theory. Another school leader wished for improvement for school
writing outcomes, and another wanted to lead by support strategies for new teachers.



For any further comments.


“In low socio-economic schools, the teacher's positive mindset and high expectations is important
to the success of the students' achievements.” (School leader 11)
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INSTRUCTIONAL LEADERS

ILs were asked:


To list 2-3 kinds of professional and/or personal writing they had engaged in within the last 6
months.
Personal level: They wrote letters, cards and email; notes for professional learning; and teaching
programs most commonly.



To list of 2-3 instructional practices that they thought were working well to support the
teaching of writing (K-2) at their schools.
Comments were coded to the theme of explicit modelling most frequently; followed by guided;
independent; and purposeful writing; as well as using quality texts.



To list 2-3 challenges they face in supporting the teaching of writing (K-2) at their schools.
Response to this question are shown in the following Chart (Fig. 7) depicting the themes that
emerged. The ILs described the most prolific challenge as what each teacher’s focus was.
Prioritising writing, diversity of skills in the classroom, individual teachers’ success criteria, low
expectations for students, willingness and attitude to pursue high expectations, and stamina of
writing were some of the comments.
Time for supporting teachers to meet the needs of their students and understanding process was
also frequently mentioned in responses to this question.
“Fitting enough writing experiences into the daily teaching practice of teachers.” (IL 2)

Number of references coded

“How to bring all the bits together in cohesive lessons.” (IL 30)

Instructional leaders: Challenges in supporting the teaching
of writing K-2 (Pre-questionnaire)
12
10
8
6
4
2
0

Themes

Figure 7. Instructional leaders: Challenges in supporting the teaching of writing (K-2)
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About what they hoped to gain from the professional learning.
Clear direction was a theme amongst the commentary: accountability of teachers, building a
network of like-minded people and a common instructional vision.

For any further comments.
They were looking forward to the PL opportunities offered by this project as a means of engaging in
high level learning for themselves, their enthusiastic teaching staff and as a way of strengthening
practice.
“It has been my goal for many years to seek out professional learning that developed my expertise
in the teaching of writing. As an IL I hope to build my knowledge and skills to increase teacher
capacity that impacts on student achievement of syllabus outcomes in writing.” (IL 17.)
TEACHERS

The teachers’ questionnaire contained the most opportunities to include open ended responses to questions.
Nearly one thousand references were coded to various themes arising from the pre-questionnaires.
Teachers were asked:


To list 2-3 kinds of professional and/or personal writing they had been engaged with in the
last 6 months.
Personal level: They were poets, diarists, list makers, correspondents, family communicators, social
media commentators and opinion makers, authors, story tellers, and practised written reflection.
Professional level: Teachers filled in forms, gave speeches, presented classroom exemplars. They
wrote reports, reflected on professional reading and gave feedback. Teachers wrote job applications,
contributed to professional learning writing activities at various courses. They completed written
tasks and achieved accreditation, produced curriculum vitaes, wrote lesson observations,
collaborations, annotations and EOI applications. Teachers produced student notes, bulletins,
professional letters, modelled writing, writing goals, evaluations and feedback.
Fig. 8 Word cloud below depicts the language used when describing writing activities in the
professional and personal realm.

“Drawing provides children with their first means of making a permanent, tangible,
concrete, and communicable record of their ideas so that most young children have
a strong desire to draw. Drawing and mark-making are also among the child’s first
efforts at abstraction and the use of a symbol system. Facility with abstractions and
symbol systems are essential for school-based literacy like mathematics,
information technology, reading and writing” (Brooks, 2017, p. 25)
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Figure 8. Teachers: Kinds of professional and personal writing engaged with in the last 6 months (pre-questionnaire)



To list 2-3 things that are currently working well in the teaching of writing (K-2) in their
classroom.
Nineteen themes were identified at this question. The most common theme was described as
specific focus (punctuation, letter formation, outcome, grammar, editing, conventions, quality,
spelling, vocabulary) for what works well in their classroom. (Subsequently in the following question
regarding their thoughts on challenges for them in teaching writing they mentioned balancing
competing focus.)
Modelling and planning were frequently mentioned as writing sessions that worked well. Guided
modelled writing and process as well as planning before writing, lists, brainstorming and discussion.
Explicit teaching of expectations, clarity, instruction, success criteria and intentions, small group
teaching, following process and secretarial skills were included as examples of what works well.
The following Explore Diagram, Figure 9 shows the array of practices working well for teachers.

When children start school they are usually able to create spoken and visual texts
(drawings) but have limited skills in written text creation (writing) (Mackenzie & Veresov,
2013).
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Number of references coded

Teachers: Practices working well in the
teaching of writing in their classroom (Prequestionnaire)
18
16
14
12
10
8
6
4
2
0

Themes

Figure 9. Teachers: Practices that are currently working well in the teaching of writing



To list 2-3 challenges in the teaching of writing (K-2) for you as a classroom teacher.

Teachers described balancing expectations, needs, abilities, targets, engagement, assistance
requirements, performance, and the diversity of their students as the most common challenge.
“Trying to accommodate all of the different target needs at any point in time.” (Teacher 12)
The following Chart (Fig. 10) shows the number of coding references to each theme discovered in the
comments made by teachers answering this question.

Number of references coded

Teachers challenges in teaching writing
12
10
8
6
4
2
0

Themes

Figure 10. Teachers: Challenges in the teaching of writing (Pre-questionnaire)
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An observation was made when coding the commentary for this question which was included in each
of the three pre-questionnaires: teachers; school leaders; and ILs. The teachers’ answers elicited
some elements of difference to school leaders and ILs.
Teachers described the most prolific challenge as balancing the expectations and abilities of all their
students at once. School leaders described the most prolific challenge as phonics and engagement
of students, and ILs described teachers’ focus’ as the instrumental challenge.
Teachers, at the grass roots of applying teaching practice, saw pressure from competing foci as the
challenge, whereas school leaders focused on specifics when describing challenge, and ILs
pinpointed the teachers’ individual focus as the challenge.


To describe an effective writing lesson you have delivered or observed.
At this question the overwhelming theme (half of the comments) included planning. Engagement of
the student in reading and writing: planning steps to write, organising ideas, basing on success
criteria and intention. Word banks, pictures, annotations were used as plans for writing sentences.
Making lists, drafts, anchor charts and having a shared class planning experience also evident.
Other frequently commented on observations or deliveries of effective writing lessons included:
modelling; shared experiences; and success criteria.



Why do you think this lesson was effective?
Figure 11 shows the engagement theme emerging from the words teachers used to describe their
thoughts on why a lesson was effective. It depicts the student as the central focus of their answers.

Figure 11. Teachers: Why do you think this lesson was effective? (Pre-questionnaire)



What do you think is meant by the explicit teaching of writing?
Most teachers thought explicit teaching of writing was modelling strategies in the classroom.
Teaching by repeatedly modelling (desired behaviour, strategies, processes, visualisation), as well
as managing discussion, and providing guidance. The lesson has a focus and plan. Students are
included in the process of writing.
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“Explicit teaching of writing is where teachers model strategies needed for writing so students
develop effective writing strategies.” (Teacher 5)
As well as the modelling theme, clear instruction, specific detail, focus, process, and collaboration
were also amongst the emerging themes in answers to this question.


To provide an example of explicit teaching of writing.
Mostly teachers described modelling as the examples of explicit teaching. The Word Cloud (Fig. 12)
below shows the words used in the teachers examples of explicit teaching of writing, with modelling
given the highest weight.

Figure 12. Teachers: Example of explicit teaching of writing (Pre-questionnaire)

“Guided writing in the engine room, three students. Teacher models a sentence three ways and
then questions each student prompting the same response in sentence structure. Teacher models
finding sight words on the butterfly card and sounds heard in words. Students practice forming
sounds and sight words explicitly taught.” (Teacher 5)



To describe the behaviours of an effective writer, adult or child
The most commonly described behaviour of an effective writer was the practice of editing and
revising, see Fig. 13 (interestingly when asked to describe an effective writing lesson observed or
delivered, teachers mentioned editing minimally), followed by effective planning. Writing purpose,
clear communication, vocabulary and resources for inspiration were frequently mentioned.
Mentioned far less frequently were asking for support, sentence construction, creativity, reading, risk
taking, writing stamina, self-reflection, presentation and the acceptance of feedback.
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Figure 13. Teachers: Can you describe the behaviours of an effective writer? (Pre-questionnaire)



How do you decide what needs to be taught in writing?
Teachers responded most frequently mentioning the syllabus followed closely by students needs
exhibited in work samples. Using evidence from assessments, progressions, and analysing writing
samples to identify gaps and changing focus to address needs was also described.
“Stage syllabus outcome markers organised sequentially into school scope & sequence as a
starting point”. (Teacher 9)

“The needs of students’ are identified using the learning progressions.” (Teacher 11)


What do you see are the greatest problems that students face in their writing?
Although risk taking was only mentioned twice by teachers when describing effective writers’
behaviours, this theme was one of the most prolific challenges mentioned as problematic for
students. Teachers described a lack of willingness to face challenges, fear of failure, and writing
complexity. Oral language was equally prolific in their commentary. Lack of confidence, beginning
writing and bringing it all together featured frequently. Fig. 14 below presents the greatest problem
teachers perceived their students faced in writing.

Figure 14. Teachers: Greatest problems students face in their writing
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How have you helped students with these problems?
Modelling by various methods was described by teachers participating as the main method of help
given to students with writing problems. Formal handwriting lessons, tracing, interactive models,
process of editing errors, samples around the room, scaffolding, explicit teaching and demonstrating
the value of books were comments included in this theme. Providing engaging experiences to write
about, valuing success and inspiring creativity were also included as themes helping students.



What resources have been helpful?
Ninety one comments were coded to themes at this node. The following Chart, Fig. 15 shows the
range of resources teachers found helpful when teaching writing. Tools such as visuals, walls,
whiteboards, and interactive resources, were mentioned most. Quality texts, programs, ILs, and peer
collaboration were frequently mentioned.

Number of coding references
Quality texts
Peer collaboration

Themes

Real writing activities
Modelling
Stories
School focus
Quality discussions
Planning
Daily writing opportunities
0

2
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8

10

12

14

16

Number of references coded
Figure 15. Teachers: What resources have been helpful? (Pre-questionnaire)



What do you look for when you analyse students’ writing samples?
Teachers looked for expectations or criteria to analyse students’ writing: evidence of progressions,
syllabus, trends, outcomes, success criteria, and foci.
“It depends on the success criteria for the lesson and the individual. For example, analysis and
comment on the usage of adjectives and supporting evidence from the text if that was the success
criteria and also a comment on a personal goal, like letter formation or consistent use of full stops.”
(Teacher 24)
Structure, form, strategy and if it makes sense is also mentioned as a means of analysis. Strengths,
vocabulary, exemplars and areas for improvement were less often mentioned, and less so were
spelling, revision and editing, punctuation and grammar. Content, ideas, planning, handwriting,
phonics, purpose, sight words, and spaces were coded least of all as things teachers look for when
analysing student’ work.
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Post-questionnaire
On-line questionnaires for School leaders, ILs, and Teachers were administered via an on-line link (provided
by the DoE) to the twenty-six participating schools in December 2019, after the PL was concluded. 62
responses to the open ended questions (31 ILs responded to 5 opportunities to provide text responses; 9
School leaders responded to 8 opportunities to provide text responses; and 22 Teachers responded to 11
opportunities to provide text open-ended responses) were collected. The responses were categorised within
questions, then read, re-read and coded to emerging themes.
SCHOOL LEADERS

In the post questionnaires 9 school leaders responded to 8 opportunities to include open text in their
answers resulting in 144 references being coded to themes.
School leaders were asked:


To list 2-3 things that were currently working well in the teaching of writing at their school.
The most common theme was appropriate pedagogy including developmentally appropriate,
writing processes, drawing to engage reluctant students and enhance writing, interactive writing, and
planning quality activities.
“More developmentally appropriate pedagogy is resulting in creativity and joy.” (School Leader 1)
Further themes of change of focus; reflection; and collaborative professional learning; were also
mentioned multiple times.



To list 2-3 challenges in the teaching of writing at their school.
School leaders noted the limited exposure of fine motor skills most often in their answers as well as
crowded curriculum time. Other themes included diverse abilities, teacher skill and knowledge,
vocabulary and grammar, interruptions and student reluctance.
“Some students come to school without any writing experience (not able to writing their name).”
(School Leader 9)



How did the school leadership team support positive change in the approach to teaching
writing at their school?
Time and resources were mentioned as equally prominent in the comments relating to support given
to positive changes in the teaching of writing. School leaders mentioned financial, staff, and material
resources, as well as time for professional learning, programming, collegial planning, analysis of
writing samples, sharing, and time with ILs.

Other themes included an established cycle of writing analysis, sharing, and professional learning
alignment. The following Chart (Fig. 16) shows the spread of themes which emerged amongst the
commentary.
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School leaders supporting positive change
(Post-questionnaire)
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Figure 16. School leaders: Supporting positive change (Post-questionnaire)



What did their school gain from participation in the program of professional learning?
“Affirmation that what we were thinking, regarding developmentally appropriate pedagogies and
rich language, is 'on-track' from a research perspective.” (School leader 1)



What changes were made to the approach to teaching writing at their schools as a result of
participation in the project?
The emerging themes of interactive writing and vocabulary focus were most frequent, followed by
drawing. Leaders mentioned collaboration, modifying the approach to spelling and writing analysis,
as well as provision of free writing books, more student ownership, and whiteboards as the tools for
change.
“Much more discussion between students as a part of the process.” (School Leader 4)



To comment further on personal gains made from attending the professional learning days.
Two school leaders made comments relating to time to draw, collegial connections, and time to talk
about teaching.
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To think ahead to 2020 and comment on how they will build on the momentum created in
their school.
All school leaders comments at this question were mostly coded to the theme use/imbed learning.
They thought that using the methods learned would increase language within preschool, imbedding
would continue, that drawing would be continued as a key part of beginning to write, would be
valued, and that interactive writing would be refined and developed further.
“Make sure all staff are implementing the process.” (School Leader 7)



For any further comments.

“The sessions were engaging and
we loved the opportunities to 'be a
writer' and see what our students
are faced with.”
(School Leader 5)

Figure 17. School leaders: Further comments (Post-questionnaire)

INSTRUCTIONAL LEADERS

In the post-questionnaires 31 ILs responded to 5 opportunities to include open text in their answers resulting
in 310 references being coded to themes.
ILs were asked:


To list 2-3 kinds of professional and/or personal writing they had engaged in within the last 6
months.
Personal level: ILs wrote in journals, letters, cards, personal email. They were poets and contributed
to social media.
Professional level: They wrote bulletins, education job applications, evaluations, feedback,
information booklets, models of writing, professional learning notes, policy documents, minutes,
presentations, reflections, reports, teaching programs, work plans, and professional email.



To list 2-3 kinds instructional practices that are working well to support the teaching of
writing at their schools.
Thirteen themes emerged from answers to this question. Overwhelmingly ILs mentioned Draw, Talk,
Write, Share methods of teaching. Their comments at this theme included ensuring that every child

Final Report for the NSW Department of Education; 20 March 2020
Associate Professor Noella Mackenzie Faculty of Arts and Education Building adaptive expertise in the teaching of writing

Page 32 of 51

had an opportunity to write every day in their classroom. That Draw, Talk, Write, Share was not only
conducted in the classrooms but also in transition programs such as Kindy Club. That the method
was also conducted as a free activity, and that both teachers and students are valuing the detail of
the drawing outcome.
“Demonstrate, support, program and evaluate Draw, Talk, Write, Share and Interactive Writing and
ensuring writing is happening in the classroom every day for every child.” (IL 4)
Other more common themes emerging were: Interactive writing, teamwork, writing framework,
modelling, mentoring texts.

Themes

S2 Instructional leaders' practices that are
working well
Draw talk write share
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Modelled writing
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Shared experiences
Consistent teacher judgement
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Figure 18. Instructional leaders' practices that are working well (Post-Questionnaire)



To list 2-3 challenges they faced in supporting the teaching of writing at their schools.
Fifteen themes emerged and overwhelmingly time juggling was the biggest challenge. The
following Word Cloud (Fig. 19) depicts the weight given to time in the comments at this question.

To achieve consistency of understanding
and effort and knowing you have to push
things within timeframes when there is so
much on a teachers’ plate already.
Constantly a juggling game - prioritising
and categorising - myself and others.
(IL 4)

Figure 19. Instructional leaders' challenges faced - Time (Post-Questionnaire)

Other themes much less prominent were: expectations, teachers’ knowledge, teachers’ focus,
sustaining change, confidence, staff changes, teachers’ decision making, unsupportive
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management, modelling, recognising the importance of language, students’ knowledge, diverse
programs and external issues.
“Teachers’ own knowledge of many areas which are important to teaching English- grammar,
phonics and spelling rules.” (IL10)

“Some teachers have low expectations /standards for students. Some teachers are not being able
to see writing as a process with many and varied component parts.” (IL 22)
“Not having a clear focus or jumping around and not consolidating what they are teaching.”
(InstructiIL5)


What they had gained from participation in the project this year
ILs were given an opportunity to provide open text to add to their previous answers. Six comments
provided five emerging themes: Expert knowledge; confidence/trust building; benefited all staff;
dedicated time; and resources.

They mentioned learning from exceptional people, the value and support from external people, and
the importance of engaging students, their increase in knowledge and confidence to try different
strategies, greater self-belief to support teachers, and gaining trust from colleagues.


For further comments.
The ILs provided lengthy and prolific answers to this question providing 8 emerging themes
describing their experience of the professional learning. They expressed mostly the desire to
continue the work they had learned, and describing their changed attitude with the learning making
a difference to their own, and school practice. The ILs expressed thanks for the opportunity to
learn and shared the knowledge they had gained back in their workplaces. We need teamwork,
practice and confidence building, as well as access to relevant professional learning.
“The focus on drawing has been fantastic and we are seeing the results. The children can express
their understanding through drawing and the drawings have become more detailed as the year has
progressed. This is transferring into writing.” (IL14)

“The changes we have made to interactive writing this year has brought a love back to teaching
writing. The engagement from the children and confidence of the teachers teaching it have made
outstanding changes.” (IL11)
TEACHERS

In the post-questionnaires 22 teachers responded to 11 opportunities to include open text in their answers
resulting in 506 references being coded to themes.
Teachers were asked:

Final Report for the NSW Department of Education; 20 March 2020
Associate Professor Noella Mackenzie Faculty of Arts and Education Building adaptive expertise in the teaching of writing

Page 34 of 51



To list 2-3 kinds of professional and/or personal writing they had engaged in within the last 6
months.
Personal level: Teachers reflected in diaries and journals, wrote emails, letters and cards, and made
notes. One teacher wrote a Eulogy.
Professional level: They wrote access requests, expressions of interest, curriculum vitaes, grant
applications, observations of lessons, programs, references, and many reports.

Understandably, report writing was the biggest theme to emerge for teachers and apart from student
reports, teachers also wrote referral reports, comments for reports, reports/presentations for staff
meetings, and reports for solicitors.


To list 2-3 things currently working well in the teaching of writing in their classrooms.
Eight themes emerged from the teacher’s comments. Of equal significance were comments relating
to interactive and modelled/guided/independent writing. Drawing, talking, writing followed.
Teachers mentioned clear process, student pride in their writing as well as daily writing, relevant
topics and small group writing as practices that were working well.
“Guided Writing Groups, and the analysis of writing samples using the Writing Analysis tool. Using
the tool to plan for guided writing groups and individual student goals.” (Teacher 1)



To list 2-3 challenges in the teaching of writing for them as classroom teachers.
Thirteen themes emerged from commentary about challenges for teachers in the classroom.

Teachers expressed interactive writing the most challenging in the classroom. They found their
own knowledge of strategies and methods challenging.
“Remembering the importance of modelled writing and interactive writing.” (Teacher 1)

“My first year teaching year one and I am struggling with how to best teach writing.” (Teacher 14)

“Own missing knowledge.” (Teacher 13)
Crowded curriculum time, and different levels of writing amongst students.
“Time management of literacy, but the necessity of doing both reading and writing every day, whilst
addressing all other KLA activities.” (Teacher 22)
“Ability to teach the ‘working toward students’ as well as challenge ‘working beyond students’ within
the same lesson.” (Teacher 22)
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Teachers were challenged to create experiences for children to write, and found interruptions to
students thought processes by over focussing on spelling, interruptions to routines and absconding
difficult. Students limited vocabulary, and learned helplessness challenged teachers. Motor skill
limitations, phonics, drawing talking writing, and student behaviour were also mentioned.
“Students not applying themselves and giving up” (Teacher 9)


To describe an effective writing lesson they had delivered or observed.
Ten themes emerged from the 22 teachers’ descriptions: Interactive writing; engaged experiences;
modelled, guided, and independent processes; reading, drawing, talking, writing; quality text
construction; prior knowledge of topic; holiday writing, not rushing, planning and shared experiences.
The following Word Cloud (Fig. 20) Teachers’ description of effective writing lesson – interactive
writing shows the array of language coded to the theme interactive writing. An example of a
described lesson is given.

“We have been learning about
frogs and students have
researched and learnt lots of
facts and information about
them. In our interactive writing
lesson they drew a picture of a
detailed frog on the smartboard.
For the next lesson we focussed
on labelling the picture with
some descriptive sentences.
Whilst students were
collaboratively composing the
sentence for the frogs hind legs
we came across the word "their"
but the student had spelt it
incorrectly as "there". This
became the focus of the lesson
and we learnt about their, there
and they're.”
(Teacher 3)

Figure 20. Teachers' description of effective writing lesson - Interactive writing (Post-questionnaire)

Teachers described effective lessons as those when students were engaged in the experience. Word
Cloud (Fig. 21) depicts the language used in their commentary and example of an engaging lesson is also
given.
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“All students
engaged and student
writing was meeting
the success criteria.
We had ducks hatch
and watched them
being born and then
wrote about them.
Best information
writing ever written in
the class.”
(Teacher 9)
Figure 21. Teachers' description of effective writing lesson - engaged experienced (Post-questionnaire)

Modelling, guided and independent writing was also described as effective lessons by teachers.
The following description from Teacher 22 is an example of a lesson process which begins as a joint
project and leads to independent writing. The Word Cloud (Fig. 22) represents the array of language
in teachers commentary coded to this theme.

“Story book stimulus,
followed by a HOT
question to engage
students in deep
discussion and challenge
their current perspectives.
Students then create a
modelled writing piece
alongside the teacher
(sharing the pen). This
model is pitched at working
beyond students so other
students are part of high
level writing structures
whilst being supported by
the teacher. Students then
use the model of the joint
writing to develop their own
independent writing piece.”
(Teacher 22)
Figure 22.Teachers' descriptions of effective writing lesson - Modelled, guided, independent writing (Postquestionnaire)
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Why they thought this this lesson was effective
The teachers expressed that lessons that inspire writing have a focus on topics that the students
have high interest in, have background knowledge of, personal experience of, and an emotional
connection with. The lessons provide motivation and inspire creativity.

“You can’t write about what
you don’t know about”

Teachers 2 and 20

Teachers thought guided, supported and modelled lessons were effective, as well as lessons that
focussed on the planning for writing process. Interactive lessons, shared experiences and not
rushing writing were also mentioned.
“Spending the time to develop vocab and secretarial skills and not rushing into the writing process
has been a game changer for me. The 'writing process' should not just be about forming
sentences.” (Teacher 20)


How they decided what needs to be taught in writing
Overwhelmingly teachers mentioned being directed by the syllabus, followed by analysing writing
samples.
Teachers based their decisions on the syllabus, were guided by syllabus expectations, school writing
goals, the content of the syllabus, and syllabus outcomes. They analysed writing samples, deciding
what students can do and what they can’t. Focussed on needs after analysis and used the writing
tool to target need.
“By assessing individual writing samples and deciding what the students can do and where to go
next with the teaching” (Teacher 3)
Teachers also expressed that they based their decisions on the needs of students assessed during a
lesson, prior to a lesson, using specific focus, guided by the student, or on the needs of the whole
class. Collaboration with ILs, and observations in guided writing also set their direction. National
literacy data was also mentioned.
The following Word Cloud, (Fig. 23) shows the array of language used when teachers were
describing how they made decisions about what needed to be taught in writing.

“Children use a range of symbols to convey meaning; represent ideas and theories
in multiple ways; create texts for a range of purposes . . . (DECD, 2015, p.18).
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Figure 23. Teachers deciding what needed to be taught in writing (Post-questionnaire)



What the greatest problems that students face in their writing are?
Vocabulary and phonics issues were mentioned the most followed by confidence and self-perception
as writers. Teachers felt that students were not school ready having problems with fine motor skills
and simple drawing or writing skills. Lack of quality experiences to inspire ideas to write about, lack
of creativity, learned helplessness, resource use, planning skills as well as being overloaded with
things to think about at a young age were also seen as problems being faced by students. The
following Graph (Fig. 24) shows the range of problems teachers commented on.

Teachers describing the greatest problems students
face in writing (Post-questionnaire)
Confidence self perception
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Lack of experiences
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Not using resources
Focussing on spelling
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Figure 24. Teachers: Greatest problems that students face in writing (Post-questionnaire)
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How have teachers helped students with these problems?
Implementing interactive, guided and modelled writing as well as the draw, talk, write strategies were
uppermost in the comments teachers made.
“Consistent instruction during guided and interactive writing and support from the SLSO has
assisted with handwriting. Encouragement and modelling of writing.” (Teacher 21)
Planning for success, providing engaging and shared experiences inspiring students to write, daily
writing, developing fine motor skills using quality texts as well as introducing new vocabulary helped
students with writing problems. Encouragement, focussing on phonics, and using resources as well
as not pushing or rushing writing and early intervention techniques were mentioned as well. The
following Word Cloud (Fig. 25) depicts teachers expressing their strategies.

I read to them every day When I teach new
vocabulary e.g. in Pig the
Pug ‘he flipped his wig’ I
use the vocabulary in a
range of contexts so that
the meaning can be
understood.”
(Teacher 18)

Figure 25. How teachers helped students with writing problems (Post-questionnaire)



What resources have been helpful?
Lots of books, library resources, quality texts, rich texts, individual dictionaries, picture books and
Noella’s book and articles were the most mentioned resources that helped teachers. Collaborating
with other staff provided support as well as writing implements, including whiteboards, paper,
different styles of writing implements.

“Paper, paper, paper”

Teacher 2

Teachers visited places, conducted lessons at the places the students were learning about, and
conducted practical experiments to engage students and give them experiences to write about.
Teachers used drawing as a tool for planning to write, and used a writing analysis tool to assess
students writing. All these resources were described as helpful. The following Chart shows the
breakdown of commentary answering this question with the theme of books clearly seen as the most
valuable tool mentioned.
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Resources teachers found helpful (Postquestionnaire)
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Figure 26. Teachers: Resources teachers found helpful (Post-questionnaire)



What do teachers look for when they analyse students writing samples?
Teachers look for the future needs of their students enabling them to plan the direction. They look for
gaps in the whole class as well as individual needs. Commentary included ascertaining what
learning opportunities exist so they know what to teach next. They also focussed on authorial and
secretarial factors just as frequently.
“What are 'gaps' in the whole class as well as the aspects of writing that individual student need
assistance with.” (Teacher 10)

“Authorial and secretarial focus points: Structure, content, vocabulary, creativity, imagination.”
(Teacher 6)
Focussing on the positive aspects of their students was useful to analyse writing. What they can do
well, and what they are producing rather than what they cannot do. Teachers picked a focus from the
syllabus, learning progressions, success criteria, and criteria rubrics.


To comment further on gains from participation in the project.
“I feel I am 'allowed' to build the writing process through drawing and could do what I knew I knew,
but had other constraints. The biggest gain was valuing drawing and implementing practical ways
for the writing journey. Writing is a journey!” (Teacher 2)

“I have forged valuable working relationships and gained extremely worthwhile support in teaching
writing.” (Teacher 14)


Any further comments?
The majority of further commentary focussed on outcomes:
-

Significant positive change in students writing.

-

Students developing a love of writing.
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-

Enjoyment of writing.

-

Embedded strategies in teaching.

-

Benefits outweighed difficulties in changing teaching.

-

Drawing allows teachers to see vocabulary skill.

-

Students want to write.

-

Moved to improve own writing.

Teachers also mentioned that they had shared the skills they had learned with others, that they felt
they were paving the way for writing, increased their own confidence in writing,

Interviews.
To enrich the qualitative data collected from the Expressions of Interest, pre-questionnaires and postquestionnaires 16 face to face or over the phone semi-structured interviews were undertaken. This gave the
participants an opportunity to expand on previous written commentary, as well as to discuss their
professional practice since undertaking the PL. The participants interviewed were School Leaders (6), ILs (7)
and Teachers (9). Noella Mackenzie talked to them either individually or in small groups (2-3 people).
Commentary was recorded and transcribed and a sample of 9 interviews thematically analysed using QSR
NVivo12.
Similar themes to those arising from the questionnaire were evident and these have been explored in
previous sections of this report. Four new themes arose from the interview discussion:


Clear change
-

School Leaders, ILs and Teachers began having richer discussions about pedagogical
practice as colleagues.

-

Now more about teaching together.

-

We saw students’ anxiety about writing disappear.

-

Interacting with students.

-

Discovering how capable students are taking change on board.

-

Emphasis shift to drawing, talking and sharing before writing.

-

Beautiful progressions.

-

Change driven by teachers.

-

Stickability (commitment) from students.

-

Writing happens every day.

-

Learning more about the students.

-

Continually building and growing.

-

Broken down stereotypes.

-

Total mind shift in teaching – eye opening.

-

Passion and drive in staff.

-

Knocking down barriers.

-

Motivated students.

-

Higher level content.
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“In year one the other day they were writing birthday, they had b-irth-d-ay . . .and one little kid jumped up and
yelled out – ‘there are three digraphs in that ‘ - and you think oh, hallelujah.” (Interview IL 1)
“I have a little boy that was kind of like that, he had to have the accuracy of everything and it would just slow
him right down, and now he’s feeling more comfortable to be able to use different strategies that he’s learned
over time and seeing others not knowing it all as well.” (Interview Teachers 11 & 12)
“Whereas this year – I have felt in the last 8 months particularly that it has really grown to be beacons, lights
flashing. This is a daily thing we have to be getting done.” (Interview Teachers 9 & 10)


Sharing with the community
-

Free writing books shared with parents

-

Continuously encourage parents talking about drawing at home

-

Parents as teacher volunteers

-

Hard when no dominant language group

-

Getting rid of spelling lists as homework, replace with drawing homework

-

Offering information about what is happening in the classroom

-

Empowering students to believe they can learn at home

-

Include cultural perspectives – yarning circles

-

Afternoon teas

-

Parent workshops

“So we’ve started doing it in some ways already we, we have offered information about what we’re currently
doing in classroom practice, when we’ve spoken to parents, when they’ve come up for parent/teacher
interviews, when they’ve come up for open day. We had grandparents days recently.” (Interview School
Leader 2)
“If you get the parents on side, I have noticed a lot with indigenous parents, we have our local indigenous
families supporting a project, suddenly they’re into it, and they’re right into it, it’s a big deal.” (Interview
School Leader 2)


Writing transition
-

Individual student folders (familiar reads, writing samples) for new teacher

-

Writing sample shown to students as reminder of last year’s work

-

Understanding milestones – get to the next stage

-

Writing displays, gallery walk

-

List of things the students want their teacher to know about them

-

Prior to transition, teachers lists all the things they want their new students to know
about them and display it on wall

-

Ongoing process of thinking of new transition strategies

-

Move SLSOs up with the students
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“I opened the first page of her Year 1 book, … come over here, opened it, … she wanted to laugh and I’m
like, let’s have a look through it, all your Year 1 work, all the Year 2 work that you’ve put in there and she
was – her face was just, it was priceless.” (Interview Teachers 11 & 12)
‘[If you] haven’t created a relationship with the child and you're asking them to write, why don't you bring in
what’s familiar to them and what they know and say, this is what you did last year you're amazing, let's move
on from that.” (Interview ILs 6 & 7)
“So that is passed on so it is up on the wall when they go to their classroom.” (Interview ILs 2, 3, & 4)
“We just put out a whole lot of coloured ‘textas’ and things - they were writing; they were drawing and it was
lovely – it was funny. You know you were writing all the things they wanted and we had a whole staff of 30
plus engaged in this wonderful drawing, write, talk, sharing.” (Interview ILs 2, 3, & 4)
“We also have transfer of information where we talk about the progress they’ve done in writing and literacy
and that’s done all the way through K-6. “ (Interview School Leader 1)


Data shift
-

Building reflection into group data talks

-

Regularly looking at writing samples in meetings

-

Using writing tool

-

Group analysis of writing for consistency

-

Plot writing samples with progressions

-

Include drawings

-

Impact board with samples of writing and drawing relationship

-

Drilling down and identifying a focus for development

-

Not about numbers but about descriptions and articulating what teachers are seeing

-

Word progressions

“They are actually bringing children’s samples, but it just used to be samples of writing as such, but we’re
now bringing samples right back to including the drawing, the explanation, how it’s grown and packed onto
so it’s not just a single piece of drawing – a single sample. They have come back with the bits that the
children have added – they keep on adding to. So we now have really good evidence of their thinking while
they are actually writing. It’s just made it so much clearer for us.” (Interview ILs 2, 3, & 4).
“Really strongly encouraged for that informal data to inform your teaching, and where your people are at. I
think that a big change has been actually assigning the writing tool to our assessment schedule, and saying
that twice a term we’re expecting you will analyse your writing. Not because we just want you to tick boxes but we want to see . . . where they’re at, and . . . where we need to get them to.” (Interview, Teachers 9 &
10).
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Observations and videos
Classroom observations, some of which were video recorded and analysed, indicate that teachers find
changing their practice difficult. However, their increased knowledge and confidence gave them the
strength to work towards new approaches to the teaching and learning of writing and improved ability to
identify and capitalise on teachable moments, thereby increasing the power of their teaching. Video
evidence showed teachers working in their school teams, guided by their ILs to improve practice. The
videos have been reviewed and sections chosen, edited and prepared by the DoE media team for
sharing with other teachers in 2020. They will provide valuable discussion and reflection opportunities as
well as evidence of teachers from the project working actively to improve learning opportunities for children.

Conclusion
The outcomes of the project were positive with all intended outcomes achieved (see key outcomes above).
The main achievements included the increased knowledge about writing and the teaching of writing and the
increased confidence in the teaching of writing (teachers) and the support for the teaching of writings (ILs).
Participants were excited about the teaching strategies shared in the PL sessions and to varying degrees
they were utilising these with positive outcomes. Draw, Talk, Write and Share and Interactive Writing had
both proved successful in engaging students in writing, improving student attitude towards writing and
providing opportunities and structure for students to develop writing skills and knowledge.
The classroom observations and video data support our understandings that changing practice is more
difficult than changing knowledge and confidence. This identifies the need for teachers to receive ongoing
support from ILs in addition to access to quality PL input. Likewise ILs need ongoing support if they are to
support classroom practice.

Limitations
The 26 schools involved in the study were selected by the DoE EAfS team and considered to serve students
from low SES communities. They then needed to be able to fund the travel associated with the PL sessions
being run in Sydney. This would have been restrictive to some rural and isolated schools. Schools not
funded under the EAfS scheme were not invited to participate. The small number of schools, and restrictions
regarding participation mean that the data cannot be seen as representative of all NSW DoE schools. The
short time line for the completion of hhe pre-questionnaires (3 days) and the timing of post-questionnaires
and the interviews/focus groups (end of term 4 is a busy time of the school year) made data collection
difficult. A further limitation was created by changes of staff during the year for some schools – changes in
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ILs, School Leaders and teachers meant that in some cases participants were unable to participate in all PL
sessions or were absent when the researcher visited the school to collect data (interviews and focus
groups). Changes in staff at the end of the 2019 school year also make it difficult for schools to continue
what they started in 2019.

Recommendations


The project is expanded in 2020 to provide opportunities for further schools to be involved in the
professional learning opportunities.



Other EAfS schools are encouraged to include Draw, Talk, Write and Share and Interactive Writing
in their early years writing programs.



ILs should continue to receive support in terms of how to support teachers and school communities
with early writing.



Associate Professor Mackenzie continues to work with the state EAfS team as well as providing
mentoring to a small number of identified teachers in order to create video resources that would help
ILs in their work with teachers.
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Sunday, K. (2017). Drawing as a relational event: making meaning through talk, collaboration, and image
production. In M. Narey (Ed.), Multimodal perspectives of language, literacy, and learning in early
childhood. Cham: Springer.
Tolchinsky, L. (2016). From text to language and back: The emergence of writing. In C.A. MacArthur, S.
Graham & J. Fitzgerald (Eds.), Handbook of writing research (pp. 144-159). New York: The Guilford
Press
UNICEF (2012). Inequalities in early childhood development: What the data say. New York: UNICEF
Wyatt-Smith, C. & Hackson, C. (2016). NAPLAN data on writing: A picture of accelerating negative change,
Australian Journal of Language and Literacy, 39 (3), 233-244.
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Definition of terms
Best Start Kindergarten Assessment: All NSW DoE schools conduct the Best Start Kindergarten
Assessment for students in the first five weeks of school. https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-andlearning/curriculum/literacy-and-numeracy/best-start
Early Action for Success (EAfS) Literacy and Numeracy Action Plan: EAfS is the NSW Department of
Education’s strategy for implementing the NSW government's State Literacy and Numeracy Plan. “It aims to
improve students' literacy and numeracy skills through a targeted approach in the early years of schooling”
(https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/literacy-and-numeracy/early-action-forsuccess).
Frequency: The number of times a value occurs in a dataset.
Instructional Leaders (ILs): ILs in Early Action for Success (EAfS) work directly with teachers in the early
years of school and are often present in classrooms. They contribute to organisational management in
planning appropriate support and resources to gain the shift for those students identified as being below
grade expectations in literacy/numeracy. (https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-andlearning/curriculum/literacy-and-numeracy/early-action-for-success).
Language, Learning and Literacy Kindergarten (L3K): L3 is a research-based intervention program for
kindergarten students, targeting reading and writing. https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-andlearning/curriculum/literacy-and-numeracy/literacy/Language,-Learning-and-Literacy
Likert Scale: A type of rating scale used to measure attitudes or opinions, where participants are asked to
rate their level of agreement. For example:

Mean : The mean is the average of a set of values. The mean is calculated by adding together all values in a
dataset and dividing by the number of values. The mean and its standard deviation are usually reported
together.
Standard Deviation: The standard deviation (SD) measures how much variability there is in a set of
numbers. More specifically, it tells us the standard (or typical) amount by which values in a set of numbers
deviate (or are different from) the mean. Thus, the mean and standard deviation are usually reported
together. A small standard deviation tells us that the values in a set are all very similar to the mean. A larger
standard deviation indicates that there is a lot of variability in the numbers (i.e. that some numbers are a lot
smaller or larger than the mean).
Word Cloud: A word cloud is a visualisation of the words coded to a node (theme) from text. The words are
counted by frequency generating a cloud of frequently used words. The hierarchy is represented by the size
of the words depicted within the cloud representing the weighted percentage of all words coded to that
theme.
Node: A node is a theme that has emerged from text from various sources being selected and coded to that
theme. For example, text from multiple responses to a survey may include references to challenges. The
words relating to challenges are coded to the theme ‘challenges’. Challenges therefore becomes a node.
Child node: A child node is a sub theme of a node. It is useful for delving deeper into a node for further
themes. For example amongst the words coded to the node ‘challenges’ there may emerge many references
to ‘student engagement’. Student engagement therefore becomes a child node (sub theme) of the node
challenges.
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Appendix 1.
All schools that participated in the Professional Learning:
Ashcroft Public School
Ballina Public School
Banksia Road Public School
Bidwill Public School
Booragul Public School
Broken Hill North Public School
Campbellfield Public School
Campbelltown East Public School
Griffith Public School*
Hillvue Public School*
King Street Public School
Koonawarra Public School
Manly West Public School
Merrylands East Public School*
Nowra East Public School
Oaklands Central School
Ruse Public School
Rutherford Public School*
Tahmoor Public School
Tamworth South Public School*
The Meadows Public School*
Wallsend Public School
Westdale Public School
Wiripaang Public School
Wyong Public School
Yoogali Public School

*case study schools
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Appendix 2.
List of readings provided to all PL school:
Cremin, T., & Baker, S. (2014). Teachers as writers: Implications for identity. Primary English Teaching
Association Australia (PETA Paper 194).
Culham, R. (2015). Call a meeting with your writing teacher self. The Reading Teacher, 69(2), 219-222.
doi:10.1002/trtr.1383
Mackenzie, N.M. (2011). From drawing to writing: What happens when you shift teaching priorities in the
first six months of school? Australian Journal of Language & Literacy, 34(3), 322-340.
Mackenzie, N.M. (2018). The drawing and writing journey: progressions in children’s learning. In N.M.
Mackenzie, N.M., & Scull, J. (2016). Writing analysis: using the electronic analysis tool. Practical Literacy:
the early and primary years, 20(2), 35-38.
Mackenzie & J.A. Scull (Eds), (2018) Understanding and supporting young writers from birth to 8 (pp 929). Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.
Mackenzie, N.M. (2019). Learning to ‘look at’ and ‘write’ the letters of the alphabet. In L. Beveridge, R.
Cox, & S. Feez (Eds.), The alphabetic principle and beyond: a survey of the landscape (pp. 150165). Newtown: Primary English Teaching Association (PETAA).
Mackenzie, N.M. & Spokes, R. (2018). The Why, Who, What, When and How of Handwriting Instruction.
Practical Literacy: the early and primary years, 23 (1), 17-20.
Mackenzie, N.M. (2015). Interactive writing: A powerful teaching strategy. Practical Literacy: the early and
primary years, 20(3), 36-38.
Mackenzie, N. M. (2009). Becoming a writer: Language use and 'scaffolding' writing in the first six months
of formal schooling. The Journal of Reading, Writing & Literacy, 4(2), 46-63.
Roth, K., & Guinee, K. (2011). Ten minutes a day: the impact of interactive writing instruction on first
graders' independent writing. Journal of Early Childhood Literacy, 11(3), 331-361.
Scull, J. (2018) Assessing writing: practices to support young writers. In N.M. Mackenzie & J.A. Scull
(Eds), Understanding and supporting young writers from birth to 8 (pp. 165-188). Abingdon,
Oxon: Routledge.
Scull, J.A., & Mackenzie, N.M. (2018). Developing authorial skills: text construction, sentence
construction and vocabulary development. In N.M. Mackenzie & J.A. Scull (Eds), Understanding
and supporting young writers from birth to 8 (pp. 89-115). Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.
Wall, H. (2008). Interactive writing beyond the primary grades. The Reading Teacher, 62(2), 149152.doi:10.1598/RT.62.2.6

Final Report for the NSW Department of Education; 20 March 2020
Associate Professor Noella Mackenzie Faculty of Arts and Education Building adaptive expertise in the teaching of writing

Page 51 of 51

