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Introduction 

ED 217 Literacy Processes is a course 
which "aims to develop in participants 
the understanding, skills and attitudes 
that they will need to effectively plan 
and implement a programme of reading 
and writing for literacy development as 
well as for learning across the 
curriculum at all levels of the primary 
school" (School of Humanities 
Handbook, 1999). 

My experience teaching ED 217 and 
some participant reactions 

I was delighted to find on my arrival at 
USP that I was to teach a course in 
literacy for in-service primary teachers, 
as part of the new Bachelor of 
Education (Primary) programme. I was 
aware that any course with experienced 
teachers was going to be as big a 
learning experience for me as it would 
be for them. I have not been 
disappointed. I have finished the course 
both humbled by the wealth of 
knowledge and good sense that the 
participants have shared with me, and 
stimulated by the learning experience 
that we have been through together. 

It was clear from the course outline 
presented to me that ED 217 Literacy 
Processes would be something of a 
departure from the academic models of 
courses designed for secondary and 
tertiary teacher education. We were to 
have workshops rather than lectures, 
the tutorials were to be conducted in 
the delightful Literacy Centre of the 
Institute of Education. Work would 
include visiting schools, authoring and 
making children's books, preparing and 
telling traditional and not-so-traditional 
tales from the region, and discussing 
and exchanging ideas in small groups. 
Participants were not to be formally 
examined, but rather assessed on their 
contributions and participation in these 

activities, and demonstrations of their 
ability to design teaching and evaluation 
procedures for use in their own specific 
contexts, and to apply and reflect upon 
ideas generated by the course. 

These ideas and activities are centred on 
literacy. What is literacy? Participants 
thought about and uncovered their own 
and others' beliefs, background 
knowledge, values and experiences of 
literary processes, and engaged in a task 
to agree on what are the most important 
questions facing teachers of English in 
primary schools. Another question 
concerns reading development, which is 
seen as continua, moving readers from 
dependence to independence and 
inexperience to experience. Methods of 
teaching reading were examined, 
including shared, guided and extensive 
reading programmes. The logical 
progression involved in writing was 
found, and process writing was explored 
as a means of promoting writing in and 
outside the classroom. The 
development of handwriting, spelling 
and punctuation was considered, 
concentrating on the practical 
applications of these transcriptional 
skills in furthering children's self-
expression and creativity. Participants 
investigated many genres of books for 
children and used their understanding to 
write and produce books for classroom 
use. The importance of story telling 
was stressed; through stories we learn 
history, culture, metaphysics and 
morality. 

Another part of the course content 
concerned literacy across the 
curriculum, providing a context, 
meaning and purpose for the 
construction of children's learning. 
Participants were introduced to the idea 
of a cross-curricular, activity-based, 
topic-centred approach to language and 
literacy learning, and engaged in 



discussions of its applicability to the 
Pacific context. 

Participants considered assessment in 
terms of its purposes and benefits and 
their own experiences. Various 
methods of monitoring and assessing 
literacy development were investigated, 
especially pupil profiling as a support to 
the teaching and learning of literacy. 

In general, the course is designed to 
feed off and respond to the experience 
that the participants bring with them. 
Breen and his colleagues developed the 
idea of negotiating the content of 
teacher education courses having 
"found the limited influence of 
transmission training for change in 
actual practice" of experienced 
teachers. An in-service training course 
"is likely to be most useful if it grows 
directly out of the experiences, 
assumptions and perceived problems of 
trainees" and that "the trainer needs to 
be open to the likelihood that the 
programmes may lead in unexpected 
directions" (Breen et al. 1989:134-5). 
This of course has to be balanced with 
the proper demands for academic rigour 
and theoretical coverage expected from 
a degree programme, and for this reason 
the syllabus for ED 217 works within a 
framework of aims, learning outcomes, 
content and assessment which satisfies 
what Prabhu (1987) calls the 
"document of public consent". 

The methodology adopted for the course 
was similarly based on a dialogue 
between the need to develop critical 
minds, and working within the cultural 
identities of Pacific Island students. For 
instance, "questioning one's peers is 
usually regarded as acceptable; but 
questioning one's superior is out of the 
question" (Thaman, 1999). For this 
reason, the course progressed with an 
even greater emphasis on group work 
and discussion, collegiate investigations 
in schools, and peer-led tutorials. 
Again, a balance between process and 
product was sought through a varied 
and flexible approach to the "received 
knowledge" areas of the course, 
involving what Wallace (1991) calls the 
"key aspects of the academic process: 

acquisition, reflection, application and 
evaluation". 

I brought with me a belief in the learning 
by doing philosophy, so I presented 
ideas to the participants about trying out 
children's activities for themselves. We 
pretended to be beans growing into 
beanstalks, we shaped our bodies into 
letters and words, we mimed eating a 
banana and watching a horror film. 
This caught on; one participant had his 
seminar group and me all standing on 
our chairs waving our arms about, 
reciting a poem he had had us learn, 
much to the amusement of passers-by. 
On the theory that, in literacy courses 
as in literacy, a supportive environment 
is conducive to learning, we transformed 
our drab lecture room with colourful 
self-made posters. A teacher of twenty 
years recorded that "we had fun. We 
role-played, we were seeds and 
seedlings, we played games and drew 
pictures etc. We enjoyed i t" . But at no 
time did we lose the very serious thread 
of building upon and improving the 
consideration and teaching of literacy in 
the region. 

To this end, another principle that I 
brought to the course was that effective 
teacher education must be firmly 
located in the classroom. I asked the 
participants to visit a variety of schools 
to research what happens in classrooms 
from a new perspective, and also to 
give the chance for rural teachers to 
sample urban schools and vice-versa. 
This firsthand experience was reinforced 
in seminars where the question of 
disparate achievement between urban 
and rural pupils was a constant theme. 
A Kiribati teacher noted that "the 
problems in the rural areas of Fiji are 
very similar to that of my country", and 
that her visits to schools in Suva will 
enable her to return home to "teach 
with full confidence, whereas before I 
hadn't the experience to use the 
methods and approaches mentioned in 
the course". 

Participants conducted classroom 
research, many of them entering lower-
primary classes for the first time, and 
always reporting some new 



understanding of literacy processes. 
They did action research on their own 
and others' teaching, and often 
remarked on the power of collegiate co
operation and support. "It is sometimes 
difficult to find our own weaknesses ... 
it is wise to seek help from teacher 
colleagues." "This [action research] 
was a worthwhile session of sharing 
ideas and putting our plan of action into 
practice, which produced very tangible 
results for both the teacher and the 
children." "Teachers should welcome 
any action research in their classroom as 
this will help them evaluate their 
teaching and enable them to see what 
further modifications and changes might 
be made. It will upgrade them 
professionally and above all promote 
literacy in the classrooms." 

Another element of the school-based 
work was to give participants the 
opportunity to work with individual 
children on reading and writing. Here 
they were able to immediately apply and 
analyse some of the techniques that 
they encountered as the course 
progressed. Insights were gained by 
hearing children read and recording their 
performance, and by collecting written 
work over time. Many participants 
remarked that they had never had the 
chance to observe literacy acquisition so 
closely, and were surprised at how 
much the exercise added to what they 
knew about the process. One, a 
teacher for 24 years, was so taken with 
this 'learning experience' that she 
recommended "that this kind of project 
can be carried over a longer period 
rather than only over 6 weeks". 

In addition to school-based enterprises, 
participants were also encouraged to 
research the community for evidence of 
support for children's literacy. Long-
suffering local librarians and bookshop 
employees must have been surprised at 
the succession of primary teachers' 
enquiries about the provision of books 
for children. Similarly, parents have 
been besieged by teacher researchers 
enquiring about their reading habits and 
those of their children. The research 
revealed that, as one participant 
observed, "culture and the environment 

contribute a lot, especially the home, 
and have a great impact on a child's 
literacy development". 

Apart from writing up their experiences 
in these enterprises, many teachers 
chose to use their observations in 
schools and the community as a base 
for the seminar sessions that they were 
required to lead. These often led to 
lively discussions about the widely 
differing curricula and practices that 
children face in primary schools even 
next door to each other. The thinking 
behind teacher actions and common 
practical constraints on 'good practice' 
were considered at length. Seminars 
also ranged over materials development, 
innovative techniques, assessment and 
appraisal, special needs and the broad 
sweep of theory and practice in literacy 
processes. 

Although some participants expressed 
concern about the assessment methods 
of the course, there appeared to be a 
general feeling that discarding 
examinations was a positive step. One 
participant said that she felt able to 
concentrate equally on all parts of the 
course instead of trying to spot the key 
areas that might be examined. The 
course concentrated on the notion that 
assessment was integral to teaching and 
learning, and that as such should be 
fulfilling rather than stressful for the 
student and the teacher. This was 
reflected in another comment that the 
variety of assessment strategies on the 
course "has given me the idea that I 
shouldn't be depending on tests all the 
time when assessing my students. I 
could use a variety of methods". 

One of the most difficult assessment 
tasks was giving marks for participants' 
magnificent efforts at book authorship 
and production. The time, care and 
sheer creativity that went into these 
books deserved medals rather than a 
miserly ten percent of the assessment. 
Luckily, we were able to exhibit these 
books at the University Open Day in 
September, and the joy of seeing them 
appreciated (and read avidly) by the 
visiting schoolchildren and their teachers 
was proper reward for all the hard work. 



The process was enlightening too, as a 
Kiribati participant commented: "I will 
not rely on others to write stories for my 
class. Instead I will be able to write 
stories for children in English and 
especially in vernacular as there are few 
writers and books available in my 
country". 

Perhaps the most popular of all the 
sessions on the course was that on 
storytelling. For this, Larry Thomas, a 
renowned Fijian writer, playwright and 
academic, was invited to speak to the 
group, and to tell some stories. They 
were visibly enthralled, and nearly all 
took special time to comment in their 
logbooks on what a powerful experience 
it had been. For some participants, 
storytelling is an integral part of their 
methodology, but for others: "I cannot 
remember telling or reading stories to 
my children. The only stories they read 
were from their English texts. Larry 
Thomas has alerted me to the 
importance of storytelling as stories of 
culture and history have a strong 
influence on the lives of children". For 
another: "reviving storytelling through 
the literacy programme in our primary 
schools would ... enhance what most 
children know from their culture, but 
also teachers who are losing touch with 
their traditional myths and legends" 
thus "restoring their identity which is 
quickly disappearing". 

It is always gratifying to receive course 
evaluations with such terms as 
"beneficial", "worthwhile" and 
"enjoyable", and when participants say: 
"I've leant many new things, even 
though I've taught for about twenty 
years". This is even more satisfying 
when it can be recognised that change 
has come from within: "My beliefs and 
values about literacy were challenged 
and at times deepened". Every teacher 
educator, like every teacher, is a change 
agent, and evidence of change taking 
place is the fuel of encouragement and 

enthusiasm for the next course, and 
next challenge. 

From the experience of the last few 
months, I have learned about many 
different contexts and cultures of 
learning in which the processes of 
literacy take place. I have discovered 
Pacific teachers' extraordinary creativity 
in both practical and intellectual 
activities. I have seen group discussion 
and co-operation managed with a 
fluency and effectiveness that derives 
from deep cultural roots and traditions. I 
would like to record here my thanks to 
Larry Thomas and Cecilia Manueli 
(Literacy Centre Co-ordinator) for their 
invaluable contribution to this course, 
and my deepest gratitude to all the 
participants on the 1999 ED 217 course 
who, by their hard work and dedication, 
have left me a wiser and I hope better, 
teacher educator. 
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