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Abstract

International interest in the body of research concerning teachers’ practices in
literacy education, specifically during early childhood, has grown consistently. In
Australia, a number of recent initiatives and increased funding have brought substantial
changes to early childhood literacy education affirming and paralleling the increased
focus internationally. In this climate of change in early childhood literacy education,
the goal of this study was to document the pedagogical and assessment practices
currently being utilised in Pre-primary Western Australian classrooms to examine how
teachers link these aspects of their teaching in planning and monitoring their literacy
programs. A mixed-method research approach was applied using both qualitative and
quantitative data gathering and analyses to portray and interpret the day-to-day
pedagogical and assessment practices in literacy of a select group of Western Australia
early childhood teachers. Data were gathered using three methods: survey
questionnaires, interviews and classroom observations. Participants included Preprimary teachers from the Catholic sector in Western Australia. All teachers were
invited to participate in a survey and a smaller number of participants were involved in
being interviewed and observed.
Using the three dimensions of conceptual focus, namely, pedagogy, assessment
and monitoring and planning. Both quantitative and qualitative analyses identified a
number of consistent terms used within each dimension when examining the practice of
effective teachers of literacy. In this way, key findings in literacy teaching and
assessment were extracted to uncover and elevate consistencies in effective teacher
practices. Briefly, effective early years’ teachers of literacy implement a variety of
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pedagogical and assessment methods; are intentional and explicit in what they do;
systematically spend regular, consistent and significant time on both instruction and
assessment; apply an iterative approach in their practice; share responsibility;
interconnect the dimensions of pedagogy and assessment and provide a safe and
nurturing environment for their learners. Effective teachers of literacy implement these
characteristic practices in their day-to-day literacy programs. In summary, this study
demonstrates that early childhood teachers in Western Australian Catholic sector are
actively applying a range of instructional and assessment practices in their own
contexts and are open to increased awareness and professional learning in the areas of
literacy pedagogy and assessment. Two implications for practice arise from the current
study. The first is a strong need for development of a set of guidelines articulating how
to facilitate effective early childhood literacy pedagogy, assessment and monitoring,
and planning. The second implication for practice involves the dissemination of this
information, implementation of its suggested practices and the provision of ongoing
support to teachers through professional learning frameworks.
Greater support for early years’ teachers through the development of a set of
guidelines around effective literacy practice within a supportive professional learning
framework are two avenues likely to enhance the pedagogical and assessment practices
in early years’ literacy. A grounded understanding of intentional pedagogy, intentional
monitoring and assessment and intentional planning is necessary for early years’
teachers regardless of teaching experience. To achieve this across schools and systems,
professional development within these key dimensions of literacy needs to be
forthcoming. The continued development of early childhood literacy education in
Western Australian schools could be bolstered by attending to findings and
recommendations of this research.
iv

Acknowledgments
I would like to thank my supervisors Winthrop Professor Helen Wildy and
Associate Professor Andrew McConney for their wisdom and assistance through this
journey. I would like to thank them both for their inspirational mentoring and for the
encouragement and acknowledgment of all successes along the way.
I would like to thank the Education Research and Academic Programs
(ERAP) office who provided support and facilitated practical administration making
the process as easy as possible. Special thanks goes to the four teachers who
participated in this study, each of whom so willingly gave up their time to discuss and
share their teaching beliefs and practices. Each of the four participants welcomed me
into their classrooms to observe freely. Thank you to all Catholic Education Preprimary teachers who participated in the survey allowing a snapshot of a system-wide
view.
A special mention must go to my wonderful family for their patience. Thank
you to my husband Tony and children Rahul, Seema and Ishani for supporting my
endeavours to continue with my lifelong learning. Finally, a very special thank you to
both my parents, Mrigendra and Jayanti Verma, who taught me about the importance
of one’s own education and how to work hard to achieve personal goals.

v

Table of Contents

page

Title page .....................................................................................................i
Declaration ................................................................................................. ii
Abstract ...................................................................................................... iii
Acknowledgements .....................................................................................v
Table of Contents....................................................................................... vi
List of Tables.............................................................................................. ix
List of Figures ............................................................................................ xi

Chapter One: The Research Defined ........................................ 1
Purpose .................................................................................................... 1
Significance of the research ....................................................................... 4
Research questions ................................................................................... 6
Research context: Change in early childhood literacy education .............. 8
The researcher........................................................................................... 8
Early childhood education and the Pre-primary year in Western Australia11
Early childhood and literacy education in CEOWA .................................. 15
Literacy assessment in CEOWA .............................................................. 17
Overview of chapters ............................................................................... 19

Chapter Two Literature Review ............................................... 21
Chapter overview ................................................................................................ 21
Historical to contemporary view.......................................................................... 23
Early childhood international initiatives and perspectives .................................. 25
National initiatives and perspectives ................................................................... 27
Local (Western Australian) initiatives and perspectives ...................................... 30
Literacy International initiatives and perspectives ............................................... 33
National initiatives and perspectives ................................................................... 37
Curriculum documents ........................................................................................ 38
Literacy pedagogy in early childhood .................................................................. 40
The role of the teacher and curriculum ................................................................ 40

vi

Social, emotional & physical environment ........................................................... 43
Instructional methods ......................................................................................... 45
Assessing, evaluating and monitoring literacy education .................................... 48
Assessing and evaluating literacy ....................................................................... 48
Monitoring literacy ............................................................................................... 54
Planning literacy .................................................................................................. 56
Teacher career development .............................................................................. 57
Teacher career developmental stages ................................................................ 57
Teacher qualifications ......................................................................................... 58

Chapter Three Methodology .................................................... 64
Research approach; Pragmatism ........................................................................ 64
Qualitative method .............................................................................................. 66
Quantitative method ............................................................................................ 66
Procedures .......................................................................................................... 67
Research participants phases one and two......................................................... 68
Research participants phase three ...................................................................... 70
My perspective as a researcher .......................................................................... 71
Instruments and data collection ........................................................................... 73
Interviews .......................................................................................................... 73
Observations ....................................................................................................... 75
Survey questionnaire ........................................................................................... 76
Pilot study .......................................................................................................... 77
Data collection phase one interviews ................................................................. 79
Data collection phase two observations .............................................................. 80
Data collection phase three survey questionnaires ............................................. 82
Data analysis ....................................................................................................... 83
Narrative accounts .............................................................................................. 84
Analysis of survey data ....................................................................................... 86
Trustworthiness and rigour of the research ......................................................... 87
Credibility ............................................................................................................. 88
Dependability ....................................................................................................... 89

vii

Transferability ...................................................................................................... 89
Confirmability ....................................................................................................... 90
Ethical considerations ......................................................................................... 91

Chapter Four Data Analysis-Survey ........................................ 93
Demographics ..................................................................................................... 93
Teaching practices .............................................................................................. 97
High self-rated group (teaching literacy)............................................................ 101
Middle to low self-rated group (teaching literacy) .............................................. 104
Teaching practices summarised ........................................................................ 107
Assessment practices ....................................................................................... 110
High self-rated assessment group ..................................................................... 112
Middle to low self-rated assessment group ....................................................... 114
Teaching & assessment practices ..................................................................... 117
High self-rated group (teaching & assessment) ................................................ 118
Middle to low self-rated group (teaching & assessment) ................................... 118
Mixed self-rated group (teaching & assessment) .............................................. 118
Summary of teaching & assessment practices.................................................. 119
Summary of survey data ................................................................................... 121

Chapter Five Narrative accounts ........................................... 122
Narrative account 1: Learning how to approach literacy ................................... 125
Narrative account 2: Documenting learning ...................................................... 129
Narrative account 3: Embedding literacy development ..................................... 133
Narrative account 4: A diagnostic approach ...................................................... 138
Narrative analyses ............................................................................................. 143
Narrative accounts summarised ........................................................................ 147

Chapter Six Discussion and Conclusions .............................. 148
Discussion, pedagogical practices .................................................................... 148
Assessment & monitoring practices .................................................................. 154
Planning ............................................................................................................ 157

viii

Research conclusions ....................................................................................... 159
Limitations ........................................................................................................ 164
Recommendations for further research ............................................................. 165
Implications for practice ..................................................................................... 167
Implications for policy development .................................................................. 171
Thesis conclusion .............................................................................................. 172

References ............................................................................ 174
Appendices ............................................................................ 194
Appendix A: Information to Interviewee Participants ......................................... 194
Appendix B: Interviewee participation consent forms ........................................ 194
Appendix C: Interview Protocol ......................................................................... 195
Appendix D: Information to Schools to conduct observations ........................... 198
Appendix E: Consent form from school to conduct observations ...................... 199
Appendix F: Observation Protocol ..................................................................... 200
Appendix G: Information letter regarding survey completion............................. 201
Appendix H: Survey questionnaire .................................................................... 202

List of Tables
Table 1 School starting age (year prior to year one) in Australia by state ........... 39
Table 2 Conceptual Framework .......................................................................... 62
Table 3 Overview of the research procedures..................................................... 68
Table 4 Participant criteria for interviews and observations ................................ 69
Table 5 Interview and observation schedule summary ....................................... 82
Table 6 Overview of data collection..................................................................... 83
Table 7 Summary of rigour in research ............................................................... 91
Table 8 Respondent school/personal profile ....................................................... 97
Table 9 Summary of teaching practices ............................................................ 109
Table 10 Summary of assessment practices..................................................... 116
Table 11 Summary of teaching and assessment practice ................................. 120
Table 12 Interviewed and observed participants’ individual & school profiles ... 124
Table 13 Application of analytical framework to the narratives ......................... 144
Table 14 Data analysis of construct elements ................................................... 145

ix

Table 15 Dimensions of literacy practice ........................................................... 160

List of Figures
Figure 1 Overview of literature review ................................................................. 22
Figure 2 Decisions in the assessment cycle........................................................ 54
Figure 3 Monitoring cycle .................................................................................... 55
Figure 4 Age range of respondents ..................................................................... 94
Figure 5 Specialist qualifications in early childhood education............................ 96
Figure 6 Number of years teaching (all respondents) ......................................... 96
Figure 7 Number of years teaching in Pre-primary (all respondents) .................. 97
Figure 8 Time spent teaching literacy explicitly on a daily basis (all) .................. 98
Figure 9 Organisational teaching methods used whilst teaching literacy ............ 99
Figure 10 Respondents in RAISe/non-RAISe schools including year of intake 100
Figure 11 Whole-school approach of participants, if followed or unsure ........... 101
Figure 12 Age groups of high self-rated teaching group ................................... 102
Figure 13 Number of years teaching (high self-rated teaching group) .............. 102
Figure 14 Number of years in Pre-primary (high self-rated teaching group) ..... 103
Figure 15 Explicit, daily literacy instruction (high self-rated teaching group) ..... 103
Figure 16 Organisational methods for literacy instruction ................................. 104
Figure 17 Age brackets (middle to low self-rated group) ................................... 105
Figure 18 Number of years teaching (middle to low self-rated group)............... 106
Figure 19 Number of years teaching Pre-primary (mid to low self-rated group) 106
Figure 20 Time on explicit literacy instruction (mid to low self-rated group) ...... 106
Figure 21 Organisational teaching methods (middle to low self-rated group) ... 107
Figure 22 Confidence in assessing literacy (all respondents) ........................... 111
Figure 23 Frequency in assessing literacy (all respondents) ............................ 111
Figure 24 Assessment tools used by all respondents ....................................... 112
Figure 25 Age brackets (high self-rated assessment group) ............................. 113
Figure 26 Assessment tools used (high self-rated assessment group) ............. 113
Figure 27 Area to strengthen (high self-rated assessment group ..................... 114
Figure 28 Age brackets (middle to low self-rated assessment group)............... 115
Figure 29 Assessment tools (middle to low self-rated assessment group) ....... 115

x

Figure 30 Respondents in self-rated teaching & assessment group ................. 118
Figure 31 Age groups (mixed self-rated teaching & assessment group)........... 119
Figure 32 Dimensions of teaching practice as discrete entities......................... 161
Figure 33 Dimensions of teaching practice with a process, one preceding the other
.......................................................................................................................... 162
Figure 34 Dimensions of teaching practice with a recursive process ................ 162
Figure 35 Model of provision for effective literacy practice through interconnectedness
.......................................................................................................................... 163

xi

