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Abstract 

 

Literacy education has changed drastically in recent times as we live at an unprecedented point in 

history where our technological, communicative and informational paradigms are developing 

exponentially. Such shifts have resulted in multiplicities of both communication forms and linguistic 

diversity. What it means to be literate in today’s society, and the skills required to be an active 

participant in global communities, have significantly changed and will continue to do so. With such 

developments, there is growing concern that a traditional literacy approach is no longer adequate to 

equip students with the skills and abilities for future success.  Delving deep into the interdiscursive 

field of literacy policy in Aotearoa, post the establishment of the national literacy strategy in 2000, this 

research considers whether New Zealand’s literacy policies reflect the changes in our communication 

environments, and if the current policy approaches are relevant for the 21st century. In this thesis, I 

relate Aotearoa’s literacy policies to the burgeoning national and international theories and practices 

of ‘multiliteracies’ and ‘critical literacies’, and to the discourses of social equity and ‘new 

managerialism’. To facilitate this research, I utilise critical discourse analysis as a systematic 

framework for analysing and exploring how language and semiotics act as agents in the discursive 

construction of power relations. The thesis findings indicate that New Zealand literacy policies 

continue to promote a traditional approach to literacy education that lack relevancy in preparing 

students to be successful text users and learners in the 21st century. 
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Chapter one 
Introduction 

 

 

The macro inquiry of this Master’s thesis is, “Are New Zealand’s literacy policies still relevant for the 

21st century?” This research delves deep into the interdiscursive field of literacy policy in Aotearoa, 

post the establishment of the national literacy strategy in 2000. I relate Aotearoa’s literacy policies to 

the burgeoning international theories and practices of ‘multiliteracies’ and ‘critical literacies’, and to the 

discourses of social equity and ‘new managerialism’. The focal point of this research is the Critical 

Discourse Analysis of  Effective Literacy Practice Years 1 to 4 (Ministry of Education, 2003a). As I will 

illustrate, this document was, and still is, the foundational policy that underpins the Ministry of 

Education’s (MoE) priorities and agendas for literacy education in New Zealand. Three other policy 

texts, The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007), the Reading and Writing Standards 

for Years 1-8 (Ministry of Education, 2009), and The Literacy Learning Progressions (Ministry of 

Education, 2010b), will then be considered to explore the trajectory of literacy education since the 

setting of the national literacy strategy. 

We live at an unprecedented point in history where our technological, communicative and 

informational paradigms are developing exponentially. The New London Group (1996) suggested that 

what it means to be literate in today’s society, and the skills required to be an active participant in our 

global communities, have drastically changed and will continue to do so. With such developments 

there is growing concern that a traditional literacy approach is no longer adequate to equip students 

with the skills and abilities for future success. Kress (1997, cited in Williams, 2008) captured this 

dynamic evolving nature when he stated that, “We know that tomorrow will not be like today. That is 

one of the few certainties of the present period. We can perceive only dimly what the day after 

tomorrow is likely to be like” (p. 682). To remain relevant literacy policy needs to reflect and adapt to 

these changes. 

The multiliteracies framework, with its philosophical underpinnings and pedagogical approaches, was 

conceptualised to redefine traditional literacy. The New London Group (1996), an international 

consortium of academics, published a landmark paper exploring the concerns of literacy education in 

the face of rapid globalisation, cultural and linguistic diversity, and technological advancements. 
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Multiliteracies responds to both the multiplicity of linguistic meaning-making, within various social and 

cultural contexts and the synaesthetic, multimodal characteristics of current new information and 

communications media. Further, multiliteracies promotes equitable outcomes for all learners.  

The New London Group explicitly stated their philosophical orientation towards the purpose of 

education, and of the specific role of literacy. They claimed that: 

If it were possible to define generally the mission of education, it could be said that its 

fundamental purpose is to ensure that all students benefit from learning in ways that allow them 

to participate fully in public, community, and economic life. Pedagogy is a teaching and learning 

relationship that creates the potential for building learning conditions leading to full and 

equitable social participation. Literacy pedagogy, specifically, is expected to play a particularly 

important role in fulfilling this mission. (The New London Group, 1996, p.60) 

It is from this philosophical position on literacy and education that I critically engage with this present 

research. 

In New Zealand, there have been calls for recognition and implementation of a future-focused 

multiliteracies approach in our national literacy policy, practice and pedagogy. Sandretto has been 

particularly vocal in advocating the reconceptualisation of literacy in Aotearoa (Sandretto & Klenner, 

2011; Sandretto & Tilson, 2013, 2014, 2017). Sandretto articulately expressed this when she stated: 

It is of great concern that here in New Zealand we do not seem to be aware that the global wave 

of multiliteracies has arrived on our shores and demands a shift in our literacy policies, 

pedagogies and practices. (Sandretto & Tilson, 2013, p. 8) 

Literacy policy and pedagogy in Aotearoa New Zealand have a strong discursive heritage of 

traditional literacies. This can be seen through the ways policy and pedagogy emphasise written 

linguistic codes and conventions over other possible modes of communication. Sandretto has written 

extensively on the situation of multiliteracies in New Zealand, and has been an advisor to the Ministry 

of Education regarding multiliteracies in literacy policy.  Despite this, multiliteracies has gained little 

traction in literacy policy, rather being marginalised by the penetration of more dominant, pervasive 

discourses such as traditional literacy, standardisation, and measures of accountability. In a rapidly 

evolving landscape, where changes in communication technologies give birth to new literacies that 

make use of all the codes we have available for design, Sandretto and Tilson (2017) argue that 

teachers need support to augment and (re)conceptualise their literacy conceptions and pedagogy. 

Whilst the leading question of this research, “Are New Zealand’s literacy policies still relevant for the 

21st century?”, is centered within an educational discourse, New Zealand’s literacy policy construction 

over the past two decades has been subject to a multitude of discourses, both within and outside the 

field of education. Key influences impacting the construction of literacy policy in Aotearoa include the 

discourses of ‘new managerialism’ (Lynch, 2014) and the ‘export of blame’ (Apple, 1999).  
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New managerialism represents the operational element of neoliberalism which promotes strong 

market-type accountability and standardisation. The export of blame considers the ways in which 

governments shift the responsibility of educational failure onto schools and teachers to simultaneously 

avoid increased public service expenditure, and to introduce policies that appear to ‘fix’ the ‘problem’ 

in education. These discourses have resulted in an approach to literacy influenced by economics, as 

opposed to one solely focused on the striving for 21st century literacy and true social equity in learner 

achievement.  

The penetration of new managerialist discourse into the area of education has simultaneously 

refocused the pursuits of education and politically reframed the ‘problems’ and ‘solutions’ in this area 

from inequitable social welfare issues to the failings of schools and teachers. This has largely been 

established through key literacy policies. Firstly, the dominant target in literacy education in our 

country over the past two decades has been on reducing the persistent gap between New Zealand’s 

highest and lowest performing students. Often referred to as ‘the long-tail of underachievement’, the 

findings of the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) (Mullis, Martin & Kennedy, 

2007) identified New Zealand as having one of the widest disparities in educational performance 

amongst developed nations, with Māori and Pasifika overrepresented in the underachieving students.  

To explore the relevancy of New Zealand’s literacy policies in the 21st century, I ask:   

1. What are the research-based arguments for a shift from ‘traditional literacy’ to 

‘multiliteracies’? 

2. How have New Zealand’s social, cultural and political histories since the 1990s contributed to 

the prevailing educational discourses that influence our current literacy approach? 

3. Does the policy document Effective Literacy Practice Years 1 to 4 present an  approach to 

literacy that is relevant for the 21st century?  

4. How have the subsequent literacy policies (The New Zealand Curriculum, Reading and 

Writing National Standards, The Literacy Learning Progressions) responded to literacy for the 

21st century? Are they consistent with the approach presented in the Effective Literacy 

Practice Years 1-4, or do they reflect a more advanced understanding of 21st century literacy 

learning? 

 

My Journey into this Research 

My interest in the area of multiliteracies and New Zealand’s approach to literacy piqued as I neared 

the end of my Postgraduate Diploma in Education at the University of Auckland in 2014. Having 

explored multiliteracies concepts, 21st Century pedagogy, and critical literacies at this level I began to 

reflect on my experiences of these ideas in the context of my Graduate Diploma of Teaching 
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(Primary) and my own teaching practice within Years 0 to 3 in central Auckland schools. I was struck 

by the differing ways in which literacy was conceptualised and practiced in each of these contexts. 

The most obvious discrepancy was between the conception of literacy in the school context and that 

of the post-graduate academic perspective. My in-school experience of literacy teaching and the pre-

service teaching course did not align with the perspective of 21st century approaches to literacy 

theories espoused in the post-graduate course. Surprisingly, much of this  knowledge was new to me 

despite my recent graduation from a pre-service teaching course. 

From this viewpoint I formulated my first research idea—‘How are student teachers within universities 

being prepared to be effective 21st century literacy teachers?’ I considered researching the ways 

literacy is presented and taught to student teachers. I had hoped that this would provide some insight 

into the theoretical and pedagogical conceptions of literacy with which Provisionally Certified 

Teachers entered their working lives. Whilst contemplating this research topic however, my thoughts 

turned to considering where lecturers themselves sought theoretical and pedagogical frameworks for 

the guidance of young teachers. What documents guide and direct literacy learning throughout all of 

New Zealand? How are these documents linked to international literacy research and developments? 

This pathway led me to my final research question—“Are New Zealand’s literacy policies still relevant 

for the 21st century?”. Through this inquiry I am able to combine my own experiences as a social actor 

in the teaching profession with my commitment to highly effective, research-based, equitable 

pedagogy; and through using Critical Discourse analysis I am also able to incorporate my interest in 

discourse and power.  

 

Thesis Overview 

The remainder of this chapter outlines the contents of each chapter in this research. 

Chapter One: Introduction 

This chapter introduces the premise of this Master’s thesis. It includes the overarching research 

question and sub-questions; states the key arguments of this research; and provides thesis chapter 

overviews. 

Chapter Two: Methodology and Method 

This chapter outlines my approach to defining and researching education policy; a description of 

Critical Discourse Analysis methodology; my research methods; and my rationale for the selection of 

policy text and linguistic extracts for analysis. 
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Chapter Three: Literature Review 

This chapter addresses two questions. The first part of this chapter considers the question—‘What are 

the research-based arguments for a shift from ‘traditional literacy’ to ‘multiliteracies’?’ Here I unpack 

the concept of multiliteracies in relation to ‘traditional literacy’, and consider the rationale for 

reconceptualising literacy in the 21st century. The second half of this chapter responds to the 

question, ‘How have New Zealand’s social, cultural and political histories since the 1990s contributed 

to the prevailing educational discourses that influence our current literacy approach?’ I consider how 

interdiscursive practices have impacted the construction of literacy education in New Zealand, with 

particular reference to new managerialism and the export of blame. This chapter is integral to my 

research as it locates and frames current and future directions of literacy education and demonstrates 

how political power is exercised through educational discourse. Lastly, I detail the establishment of 

the national literacy strategy which underpins the production of the policy, Effective Literacy Practice 

Years 1 to 4, examined in this research. 

Chapter Four: Critical Discourse Analysis of the Effective Literacy Practice Years 1 to 4 

Chapter four is a linguistic and visual analysis of the Effective Literacy Practice Years 1 to 4 (ELP) 

policy document, which addresses the question, ‘Does the policy document Effective Literacy Practice 

Years 1 to 4 present an approach to literacy that is relevant for the 21st century?’ This chapter 

explores the Ministry of Education’s ideological construction of literacy pedagogy and analyses the 

way it promotes, silences and reinterprets national and international research and theories. I argue 

that the ELP 1-4 is the principal text that both details New Zealand’s approach to literacy education, 

and provides the foundation for the development of future policies, resources and initiatives— 

including  the Literacy Learning Progressions and The Reading and Writing Standards. Despite being 

published in 2003, the ELP1-4 is still one of the most influential literacy policy documents. It is of 

paramount significance to the goals of this research as it describes our national conceptualisation of 

literacy and literacy education; identifies what the Ministry of Education (MoE) values and prioritises; 

and presents how the MoE envisions future developments in the area of literacy. 

Chapter Five: 

This chapter considers to what extent New Zealand’s policy texts since the ELP 1-4 align with a 

multiliteracies approach. It addresses the questions, ‘How have subsequent literacy policies (The New 

Zealand Curriculum, The Reading and Writing National Standards, Literacy Learning Progressions) 

responded to literacy for the 21st century? Are they consistent with the approach presented in the 

Effective Literacy Practice Years 1-4, or do they reflect a more advanced understanding of 21st 

century literacy learning?’ I consider whether these documents are consistent with the approach to 

literacy presented in the ELP1-4 or reflect a stronger multiliteracies orientation.  
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Chapter Six: Conclusion 

This final chapter of my thesis synthesises the findings of this research. I reflect upon the four key 

questions explored in this research, and present a summary of my arguments. 
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Chapter two 
Methodology and Method 

 

 

This thesis examines the role of power and discourse in constructing literacy policy in New Zealand. 

To undertake this research I have selected critical discourse analysis (CDA) as a way of examining 

the policy documents that pertain to this subject. CDA is an appropriate method for this thesis as it is 

a systematic framework for analysing and exploring how language and semiotics act as agents in the 

discursive construction of power relations (Fairclough, 1989; 1992a; 1992b; 1995; 2000; 2001; 2003; 

Fairclough & Wodak, 1997).  Sandretto and Tilson (2017), eloquently articulated the need for this 

scrutiny by suggesting that, “If we are interested in deconstructing the literacy landscape in order to 

investigate change, we need to consider its linguistic tracings in official policy” (p. 223). I have 

therefore appropriated Fairclough’s  approach to guide the analysis of policy texts referred to in this 

research. Further, Fairclough theorises that the critical discourse analysis of educational policy texts 

cannot be understood merely within the discourse of education. Such research necessitates holistic, 

interdiscursive exploration into the social, cultural and political agendas that are implicit in the 

construction of educational policy.  

Therefore in addition to Fairclough, my methodology draws on the work and theories of three further 

scholars: Ball (1994), Hyatt (2013), and Scott (2000). Whilst I utilise Fairclough’s methodological 

approach to CDA as the basis for my research design, I draw upon Ball’s sociological positioning of 

education policy, whereby policy texts are viewed simultaneously as processes and outcomes. By 

this, Ball is suggesting that policy analysis requires exploration of both the policy making process and 

the outcomes of the policy implementation, in addition to the policy text itself. Hyatt’s approach to 

critical policy discourse analysis provides a framework for considering both the ‘drivers’ and ‘warrants’ 

that legitimise the construction of policy documents. Hyatt conceptualises the drivers as the intended 

aims or goals of the policy, and the warrants as the authoritative justification of policy implementation. 

Lastly, Scott’s taxonomy of policy analysis provides a framework for critically analysing the social, 

cultural and political aspects of these texts. 

This chapter proceeds by defining ‘educational policy’, drawing largely on the theories of Scott (2000) 

and Ball (1994). Next I provide a description of Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis, which is the 
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underpinning methodology of this research, and outlines Hyatt’s (2013) model for contextualising 

policy texts. Lastly, I explain my method for analysing these policies. 

 

Education Policy 

For the purposes of this research, I employ Scott’s definition of policy presented in the Reading 

Educational Research and Policy:  

Policy texts are characterised as official texts which operate to influence public perception of a 

policy agenda. They thus seek to change the specific setting of practical action and in the 

process change the way policy is received by practitioners. Principally, they do this by using 

various semantic, grammatical and positional devices to suggest to the reader that they are 

authoritative. These devices include the ascription of their evidential base as incontrovertible, 

the concealment of their ideological framework and the attempt to convince the reader that the 

policy text which they are reading is not merely polemic, opinion or political rhetoric, but the 

careful sifting of evidence which compels the writer to develop one set of policy prescriptions 

over others. (Scott, 2000, p. 18) 

Scott’s framework considers the way in which policy texts are structured according to various 

dimensions, including audience, purpose, ideological framework and intertextuality. I situate this 

definition within the wider field of policy where policy texts are viewed as the expressed intentions of 

governments in response to public issues (Dubnick & Bardes, 1983), and how these policies 

represent which public issues government select to address (Jenkins, 1978). 

Defining ‘education policy’ is a complex task given its intricacies and application across various 

disciplinary fields. Policy research has traditionally taken a functionalist approach where existing 

social problems are identified then remedied through policy construction. In this approach, analysis of 

policy has focused primarily on the policy text. However, other academics such as Goodwin (1996) 

offer an alternative, poststructuralist interpretation which considers social ‘issues’ and ‘solutions’ to be 

discursively constructed. This requires the identification of the prevailing social, cultural, historical and 

political constructs in which the policy documents are created, as well as the what can be said or 

thought, when, and with what authority (Ball, 1994). Goodwin (1996) draws on the work of two others 

to support this changing perspective. Watts (1993/4 in Goodwin, 1996) theorises that policy analysts 

begin with a different set of questions. For example, how are ‘problems’ selected and defined? And, 

who takes part in the process of policy construction? Likewise, Beilharz (1987, in Goodwin, 1996) 

asserts that, "Problems are not given but constructed, agendas are not self-evident but are produced 

as though they were; policymaking is an instrumental exercise which necessarily fails to see itself as 

such” (p. 67, italics in original). 
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Following on from this position, I utilise Ball’s (1994) theory of policy as being both text and discourse. 

Ball cautions against narrowing the viewing of policy solely to policy texts, as he asserts that policy 

analysis also requires a deconstruction of its processes and outcomes. Drawing on Foucauldian 

theory of epistemological constitutions of knowledge and reality, policy is not seen as a solution to a 

problem, but as a discourse where social issues are firstly created and can then be ‘fixed’ through 

policy texts. Hence Bacchi (2000) asserts that policy does not begin with the ‘problem’, but with the 

‘problematising’. Applied to the context of this research, the issue of student underachievement in 

literacy is framed as a ‘problem’ within the education system that can be ‘fixed’ through educational 

reforms and new managerialist models of control.  

Implicit in policy discourse is Foucault’s (in Lemke, 2002) notion of ‘governmentality’. From the 

position that governments are charged with the management of populations through policy, analysis 

of policy will thus reveal the goals, intentions, and surveillance measures of the government. Goodwin 

(1996) discusses how, through the neoliberal reforms of the public sectors and the shift towards 

managerialism throughout the 1990s, governmentality has become increasingly more evident in policy 

texts. When policies are viewed as technologies of government their operations of power become 

more visible.  

 

Methodology 

Critical discourse analysis is a transdisciplinary approach, that utilises analytical tools from various 

fields, to provide a platform for the empirical study of discourses. CDA stems from critical theory, 

critical linguistics and Foucauldian theories whereby discourses represent the various ways of 

structuring areas of knowledge and social practice. Discourses legitimise what and how we are 

permitted to think, speak, act, and relate to others which are all constituted through texts, artefacts, 

images, institutions and social practices. From this perspective, language and semiotics act as agents 

in the construction of power relations. Unlike other areas of academic study, CDA does not aim to 

contribute to any specific disciplines, rather it explicitly assumes a sociopolitical stance to reveal and 

dismantle institutional structures of oppression and coercion (Van Dijk, 1993) to pursue emancipatory 

objectives (Wodak & Meyer, 2009). For the purposes of this research I examine the linguistic and 

visual semiotics of New Zealand’s literacy policy documents as these are the dominant modes of 

meaning-making of these texts. Below I detail the theoretical constructions of linguistic and visual 

semiotics, as well as explaining how these policy texts also require contextualisation. 

CDA has been adapted by some significant academics. I draw on Fairclough’s model to frame this 

research. Fairclough defines critical discourse analysis as follows: 

discourse analysis which aims to systematically explore often opaque relationships of causality 

and determination between (a) discursive practices, events and texts, and (b) wider social and 
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cultural structures, relations and processes; to investigate how such practices, events and texts 

arise out of and are ideologically shaped by relations of power and struggles over power; and to 

explore how the opacity of these relationships between discourse and society is itself a factor 

securing power and hegemony. (Fairclough, 1995, pp. 132–133) 

Fairclough, further clarifies how societal power relations are constructed and reinforced through 

language use to normalize hegemonic ideologies (2001). 

This built on an earlier study (Fairclough,1992) in which he suggested there are three interrelated 

dimensions of discourse: text, discourse practice (the process of production, distribution and 

consumption), and sociocultural practice (the situational, institutional, and societal processes). These 

three aspects of discourse provide the basis for the three processes of analysis: text analysis 

(description), processing analysis (interpretation), and social analysis (explanation). Fairclough 

represented this three-dimensional model diagrammatically (see figure 2.1) with the intention of 

highlighting the interdependence of the three analytical traditions. The purpose of this model was to 

explore how the analysis of linguistics, discourse practice and socio-cultural practice connects the 

micro sociological analysis with the macro sociological interpretations. This promoted the mapping of 

each form of analysis onto, and within, the others.  

 

Figure 2.1 Fairclough’s Three-dimensional Model (1995, p. 98) 

 

To interrogate the linguistic features of text Fairclough adopts Halliday’s (1978) theory of Systemic 

Functional Linguistics (SFL) and its associated analytical tools. This theory of text analysis is critical to 

Fairclough’s approach to CDA. Fairclough (2003) describes how the SFL focus on the relationships 

between language and social practice supplements his critical orientation towards discourse analysis. 

Fairclough’s method of linguistic analysis, based upon the tenets of Halliday’s work, will be described 

in detail in the ‘Method’.  

As CDA and policy analysis have evolved and grown over time these methods have begun to be 

applied to the education field. Taylor (2004) asserts that the CDA framework is particularly 
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appropriate for the analysis of policy due to its detailed examination of the relationship between 

language, social processes and the implicit functioning of power. It provides researchers with the 

means to empirically demonstrate how policy texts operate at these levels. Hyatt (2013) presents a 

model for analysing educational policy within CDA, termed the ‘critical policy discourse analysis 

frame’, which lends itself well to this research. Based upon the tenets of Fairclough’s approach, the 

model is comprised of two elements: the contextualisation and the deconstruction of policy.  

To critically explore the visual semiotics of the ELP 1-4 I use Serafini’s (2010) analytical framework. 

This approach ties in three interrelating analytical perspectives to facilitate the reading and 

comprehension of images—the perceptual; the structural; and the ideological. The three levels of 

analysis seeks to understand how “underlying philosophical ideas and interpretations are constructed 

within the sociocultural context of its reception” (Serafini, 2011, p. 344). Serafini is concerned with 

understanding visual texts through the multiple lenses of semiotics, iconography, media literacy, 

visual design and socio-cultural theories. 

The first of the analytical perspectives, that of the perceptual perspective, is concerned with the literal, 

denotative content of visual and textual elements. It is an ‘inventory’ or ‘enumeration’ of what can be 

seen. This level is solely perceptual, not interpretive. The second level, the structural analytical 

perspective, is the interpretation of visual semiotics within the socio-cultural and historical contexts in 

which they are produced (Serafini, 2010). Serafini draws upon Kress and van Leeuwen’s (1996) 

taxonomy for understanding semiotic features. They proffer that creators of texts select particular 

visual features to communicate their messages, based upon socially negotiated systems of 

representation. Kress and van Leeuwen present the ‘Grammar of Visual Design’ as a metalanguage 

to begin conversations surrounding features of images that contribute to meaning construction, 

including ‘composition’, ‘perspective’ and ‘symbolism’. The third level, the ideological analytical 

perspective, extends the image interpretation in light of wider discourses of social order and power. 

This level is focused on exploring intrinsic meanings of images, where underlying ideological and 

philosophical ideas are revealed (Serafini, 2011). Serafini suggests that the ability of images to affect 

us can only be considered within a situated social political and cultural context.  

The contextualisation of policy centers upon temporal context, policy drivers and policy warrants. 

Firstly, Hyatt (2013) suggests that scrutinising policy texts in relation to the temporal context of 

construction is significant. He describes how, without understanding the ‘nuances’ of the context in 

which the policy was produced, researchers can only partially understand the impact of a particular 

policy. Secondly, when critically researching policies, Hyatt suggests investigating drivers of policy as 

a useful starting point. Identifying and considering the goals and aims of policies, in conjunction with 

the context in which social ‘problems’ are created, illustrates ways in which policy processes and 

outcomes are shaped and constructed. Thirdly, Hyatt describes policy warrants as being the ways in 

which beliefs, statements or courses of action are established through authoritative justification. The 

notion of warrant can be subdivided into three categories. The evidentiary warrant is based upon the 

credibility and trustworthiness of conclusions drawn from empirical, positivistic research where such 
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forms of knowledge is considered to be incontestable and indisputable. The accountability warrant 

draws upon the discourse of neoliberalism and new managerialism where outputs and outcomes are 

the indicators of success. Lastly, the political warrant promotes the justification of policy measures 

through the claims that they are designed for the advancement of public interest or the construction of 

a ‘good society’. Often these claims are framed positively through the ideals of social justice, 

inclusion, prosperity and togetherness. 

 

Method 

In this section I describe my method for exploring this research drawing on the methodology of CDA. I 

begin by describing how I draw on Hyatt’s (2013) framework for contextualising the policy documents 

at the center of this thesis. Next I detail Fairclough’s (1989) analytical tool for examining text and 

Serafini’s (2011) framework for analysing visual semiotics. I describe how I apply these models to this 

research. Following this I explain how I use a model presented by Scott (2000) to structure and 

synthesise the linguistic and visual analysis. I also provide a rationale for my text and excerpt 

selection. 

 

Contextualisation 

I begin by investigating the contexts in which the reconceptualisation of literacy were advocated and 

the national literacy strategy (NLS) was established. This is presented in the Chapter 3 literature 

review. In the first part of this chapter I locate the key tenets of this thesis concerning a shift towards 

multiliteracies within the field of academic educational literature. The crux of this research is the 

contestation that a reconceptualisation of literacy education in New Zealand is necessary as indicated 

through the burgeoning quantity of academic material inside education discourse. This is organised in 

relation to how ‘traditional literacy’ and ‘multiliteracies’ are defined; the authority upon which this call 

for change is based; the key shifts suggested by this pedagogy; and how other significant discourses 

have influenced the development and direction of literacy education in New Zealand. 

In the second part of Chapter 3, I explore the social, historical and political contexts that preceded the 

construction of the national literacy strategy in New Zealand. This section covers the temporal context 

that surrounds the construction of this strategy, from the 1990s onwards. I also explore the 

underpinnings, drivers and warrants of the national literacy strategy. This contextual information is 

integral to this research as it predicates the policy documents that are at the center of this thesis. 
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Linguistic Analysis 

I have selected ELP 1-4 as the focal point of policy analysis for this thesis for several reasons. Firstly, 

the ELP 1-4 was the initial policy document produced in response to the setting of the NLS. This is 

significant as it represents the Ministry of Education’s agenda for improvements in literacy education 

as well as the means by which they will be achieved.  

Secondly, the ELP 1-4 is the cornerstone document to which subsequent literacy policy texts refer, 

thus presenting a crucial intertextual link between literacy policies for the past seventeen years. The 

Effective Literacy Practice Years 5 to 8 makes both direct and indirect references back to this first 

text, for example through direct referencing of other texts. The Reading and Writing Standards and 

The Literacy Learning Progressions make explicit linguistic and visual connections with the ELP 1-4. 

These intertextual links are integral to exploring whether New Zealand’s approach to literacy is 

relevant for the 21st century, and will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5.  

Thirdly, the ELP 1-4, and the preceding national literacy strategy (NLS), focuses heavily on the early 

years of literacy education. For example, the NLS goal is focused on what is required of students by 

the age of nine; and the Ministry of Education has cited evidence that the disparity in reading 

achievement significantly widens within the first four years of primary school (MoE, 1999b). I suggest 

that the close analysis of pedagogical approaches in early literacy acquisition, development and 

instruction, as outlined in the ELP 1-4 will make visible a great deal about the theoretical 

underpinnings of the government’s literacy approach . 

Lastly, the majority of my own professional teaching experience has been in Years 0 to 3 therefore I 

am very familiar with the content of the ELP 1-4 and the pedagogical approaches used to guide 

students through the process of learning to ‘read’ and ‘write’. Given this, I am able to personalise the 

scope of this research in relation to my own teaching practice. 

To facilitate the linguistic analysis of a text excerpt from the ELP 1-4 I utilise Fairclough’s (1989) 

procedural framework. It is structured around ten main questions that can be used to examine texts. 

Below are the questions, and sub questions, presented by Fairclough: 

A. Vocabulary 

1. What experiential values do words have? 

○ What classification schemes are drawn upon? 

○ Are there words which are ideologically contested? 

○ Is there rewording or overwording? 

○ What ideologically significant meaning relations (synonymy, hyponymy, antonymy) 

are there between words? 

2. What relational values do words have? 

○ Are there euphemistic expressions? 



 14 

○ Are there markedly formal or informal words? 

3. What expressive values do words have? 

4. What metaphors are used? 

 

B. Grammar 

5. What experiential values do grammatical features have? 

○ What types of process and participant predominate? 

○ Is agency clear? 

○ Are processes what they seem? 

○ Are nominalisations used? 

○ Are sentences active or passive? 

○ Are sentences positive or negative? 

6. What relational values do grammatical features have? 

○ What modes (declarative, grammatical question, imperative) are used? 

○ Are there important features of relational modality? 

○ Are the pronouns we and you used, and if so, how? 

7. What expressive values do grammatical features have? 

○ Are there important features of expressive modality? 

8. How are (simple) sentences linked together? 

○ What logical connectors are used? 

○ Are complex sentences characterised by coordination or/ subordination? 

○ What means are used for referring inside and outside the text? 

 

C. Textual structures 

9. What interaction conventions are used? 

○ Are there ways in which one participant controls the turns of others? 

10. What larger-scale structures does the text have? (Fairclough, 1989, p. 110–111) 

 

I began my text analysis by undertaking a close linguistic analysis of the ELP1-4’s ‘Introduction’ (see 

appendix 1) to ‘Chapter 2: Knowledge of Literacy Learning’ (MoE, 2003a, p.19). I carefully analysed 

every word and sentence of this excerpt in relation to the questions presented by Fairclough (1989). 

Following this, the aspects of this analysis most pertinent to addressing my research questions were 

reviewed. I then used examples from this initial analysis as contextual cues to explore how the ELP 1-

4 conceptualises literacy, pedagogy and practice. 

This particular excerpt was selected for several reasons. Firstly, this is where the term ‘literacy’ is 

defined. Given the focus of my research this section is highly pertinent. Secondly, it outlines the ELP 

1-4’s conceptual understanding of literacy development and pedagogical approaches of instruction. 
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Thirdly, the idea of ‘contemporary environments’ is introduced and briefly discussed. This is very 

significant to the research given that changing social environments and technologies are viewed as 

catalysts for shifting approaches in literacy—from the traditional to the new. 

For the linguistic analysis of the policy documents in Chapter 5 (The New Zealand Curriculum, 

Reading and Writing Standards, and The Literacy Learning Progressions), I again draw on 

Fairclough’s framework. However, for these documents I use Fairclough’s questions to guide my text 

examination, as opposed to undertaking a separate, close text analysis first.  

 

Visual Analysis 

For each document policy text I begin with a close visual analysis of the front cover. The front covers 

of these texts are the first interaction readers have with these policies and are thus significant in 

establishing the relationship the reader has with these texts. Following this, I review all images in the 

policy documents to identify images that relate to the themes being explored in this thesis—for 

example the visual representations of student-to-student and student-to-teacher relationships; the 

representation of technology; the ways in which information is represented diagrammatically; and 

what ‘effective literacy practice’ looks like in action. After selecting the images that are most relevant 

to this research, I use Serafini’s (2010) framework to examine how underlying philosophical ideas are 

portrayed through these visual representations. As mentioned above, I also draw on the work of Kress 

and van Leeuwen (1996) as a metalanguage to describe various aspects of the images. I then 

discuss this analysis throughout the body of this research as it relates to specific questions and sub-

questions. 

 

Scott’s Taxonomy 

Following the linguistic and visual analysis of the ELP 1-4 I use a structure provided by Scott (2000) to 

organise and synthesise my findings. Scott articulates how, when creating policy documents writers 

can use a variety of multimodal devices to present their agenda as being the truth of the matter and 

the only view worth considering. Such tools used to create this perception include particular lexical 

choices, grammatical structures, persuasive language, metaphors, and visual features. Scott explains 

how: 

Policy texts are constructed along this continuum [visual or diagrammatical/written text] and the 

balance between words and visual representation chosen by the author(s) constitutes one of the 

principal devices by which texts seek to communicate with readers and persuade them to accept 

their messages. Policy texts are written with a particular audience in mind and a particular 

understanding of how that audience may be convinced by the truth of the text. (Scott, 2000, p. 2) 
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I draw on Scott’s taxonomy for critically reading policy text to illuminate implicit agendas, warrants and 

drivers that underpin the document production.  

Scott suggests the following six questions for the interrogation of official policy texts: 

1. What are the intentions of the writers of the policy text? 

2. What devices are being used by the writers of these policy texts to suggest that their version 

of the truth of the matter is the only one worth considering? 

3. How has evidence base of the policy text been constructed? 

4. What are the ideological underpinnings of the text and are these consistently deployed 

through the report? 

5. How does the policy text seek to position the reader or practitioner in relation to the policy 

agenda being argued for?  

6. Is the policy agenda being argued for relevant and useful for the practitioner? (Scott, 2000, p. 

119) 

For the purpose of this research, I have made the decision to split Question 1 into two parts. At the 

beginning of Chapter 4, I will respond to the question ‘What are the explicit intentions of the writers of 

the policy text?’ At the end of this chapter, as Question 7, I will address the question, ‘What are the 

implicit intentions of the writers of the policy text?’ The reason for this separation is that the 

exploration of implicit intentions of the ELP 1-4 can only be ascertained at the conclusion of this 

analysis. 

 

Summary 

In this chapter I have presented Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis which is the underpinning 

methodology for this research. I have also described how I draw on the theories of Ball (1994), Hyatt 

(2013) and Scott (2000) to supplement the CDA approach. Following this, I have outlined my method 

for approaching this research. In the next chapter, I explore the conceptions of traditional literacy and 

multiliteracies; consider why a shift in pedagogical approaches are necessary; and examine the 

social, political and historical contexts in which the national literacy strategy was produced. 
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Chapter three 
Literature Review  

 

This chapter is a literature review of the academic literature relating to literacy education for the 21st 

century; and the social and political contexts in which the national literacy strategy, which predicates 

the ELP 1-4 policy, is constructed. The first part of this chapter responds to my question, ‘What are 

the research-based arguments for a shift from ‘traditional literacy’ to ‘multiliteracies’?’. This relates to 

Hyatt’s (2013) emphasis upon the need for contextualisation of policy documents. Here I detail the 

international literature concerning multiliteracies and dominant, prevailing discourses which have  

influenced the trajectory and construction of literacy policy in New Zealand. I begin by defining the key 

concepts of ‘traditional literacy’ and ‘multiliteracies’; why a shift towards a multiliteracies approach is 

considered necessary (The New London Group, 1996); and I outline the essential changes required 

to realise this new trajectory of literacy education. Exploring this literature is integral to my research as 

it provides the basis for analysing the relevancy of New Zealand’s literacy policies for the 21st century 

in relation to the current consensus on contemporary life’s changing literacy demands. 

The second part of this chapter relates to my question, ‘How have New Zealand’s social, cultural and 

political histories since the 1990s contributed to the prevailing educational discourses that influence 

our current literacy approach?’  An examination of New Zealand’s national literacy strategy and the 

subsequent literacy policies cannot be undertaken solely within the discourse of education. Patel and 

Laliberte describe how, “Texts exist in context: No texts exist in isolation; rather, the historical 

location, socioeconomic milieu, and overriding ideological and political climate all influence the shape 

and tenor of a particular text” (2012, p. 2). Educational policies can never be considered exclusively 

within educational discourse given that they can only ever be produced through the lens of political, 

cultural and economic agendas.  

This chapter is structured in relation to the following five questions: 

1. What do the terms ‘traditional literacy’ and ‘multiliteracies’ mean? How are they defined, and 

what are the other associated terms? 

2. On what authority are these claims for a shift from ‘traditional literacy’ to ‘multiliteracies’ being 

made? 
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3. What are the key shifts suggested in relation to literacy pedagogy to ensure teaching and 

learning in this area is relevant for the 21st century?  

4. What other significant discourses have influenced the development and direction of literacy 

education in New Zealand? 

5. How did the social, cultural and political contexts in New Zealand from the 1990s, impact 

upon the establishment of the national literacy policy? 

 

Question 1: What do the terms ‘traditional literacy’ and ‘multiliteracies’ mean? How are they 
defined, and what are the other associated terms?  

This section seeks to define the terms ‘traditional literacy’ and ‘multiliteracies’, along with other 

associated terms such as ‘old basics’, ‘new basics’ and ‘multimodality’. In reviewing the literature on 

traditional literacy and multiliteracies the two are often conceptualised as juxtaposing the other, a 

‘one-or-the-other’ situation. Rather, I understand these two notions as belonging on the same 

continuum. I will state here that, whilst I present the following definitions and descriptions of 

‘traditional literacy’ and ‘multiliteracies’ in broad generalisations, I acknowledge that this does not 

necessarily reflect what occurs within classroom practice. The purpose for presenting these 

discourses in a binary way is to facilitate a comparative analysis.  

 

Defining ‘Literacy’ 

In today’s context, ‘literacy’ is an ambiguous term which harbours a myriad of definitions and incites a 

wide variety of discourses and applications. From digital literacy to information literacy, emotional 

literacy to political literacy, the term assumes a different meaning depending on the context. The term 

can be understood as the ability to read and write, or as being versed in literature, or in relation to the 

notion of ‘being literate’ (De Valenzuela, 2006). The core of this thesis questions fundamental 

concepts of literacy—how is literacy defined? How do we conceive the notion of ‘being literate’? And 

to this end, how and what do we teach in relation to literacy? 

To begin with, the term ‘literacy’ is partly a retrospective label. ‘Literacy’ was rarely used in New 

Zealand’s educational discourse until the late 1990s, being previously referred to simply as English 

(Limbrick & Aikman, 2005). In the Ministry of Education’s (MoE) 1994 English Curriculum the term 

‘literacy’ was only used once. Previous to this the DoE referred only to reading and writing, relegating 

the term ‘literacy’ to its relationship with ‘illiteracy’. This relatively small change in terminology is of 

heavy significance and is at the crux of the debates to broaden the meaning of the word ‘literacy’. 
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‘Traditional literacy’ and the ‘Old Basics’ 

‘Traditional literacy’ is defined as the ability to read and write. The New London Group expands on 

this definition by noting:  

Literacy pedagogy has traditionally meant teaching and learning to read and write in the page-

bound, official, standard forms of the national language. Literacy pedagogy, in other words, has 

been a carefully restricted project—restricted to formalized, monolingual, and rule-governed 

forms of language. (1996, p. 61) 

Traditional literacy, or ‘mere literacy’, was centred upon a singular, national form of written language. 

It was a set of skills, rules and knowledge students came to understand, including such things as 

mastery of sound-letter correspondence, formal grammar, and ‘correct’ comprehension of texts (The 

New London Group, 1996, p. 64). 

Gee (2000) suggested that education always creates ‘kinds of people’ for particular ‘kinds of 

societies’. Traditional literacy pedagogy was situated in the 20th century Fordist era which coincided 

with the economic development of mass industrial production. With many students destined to work 

on unskilled factory lines the aim of education was to produce the ideal, suitable worker. Workers in 

this top-down, hierarchical stratification of the factory model had a very precise division of labour and 

required a high level of discipline and compliance (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009). These workers were 

required to understand the rudimentary basics of reading, writing and mathematics to enable them to 

complete their menial tasks, but not to be so educated that they would begin to question the chain of 

command that upheld this economy. Compliant students created compliant workers. Compliant 

workers accepted their positions in the order of economics and social positioning, thus allowing power 

dynamics to continue without reserve. The old education fitted the needs of the old society. 

In this account, traditional schooling provided a mass produced, one-size fits all, packaged state 

syllabus that was systematically delivered to all students. The curriculum centred upon the ‘old 

basics’, or the three-R’s of reading, writing and arithmetic. These old basics prioritised phonics rules, 

correct grammar and spelling, standard English, and the appreciation of texts deemed to be of 

prestigious literary value (Kalantzis & Cope, 2012). Kalanztis and Cope (2008) argue that learning in 

this context was narrow, decontextualised and abstract often with little application to students’ social, 

living lives. The very idea of basics bespoke of governments, policymakers and teachers’ positivist 

epistemological understanding of knowledge. It assumed knowledge to be definite, fixed and non-

biased; and it assumed knowledge to be irrefutable, thus promoting the notion that learners should 

passively and uncritically be accepting of information presented by authority.  

Freire (in Luke, 2012) conceptualised traditional literacy pedagogy as a “banking model” of education 

whereby knowledge and information was deposited from the teacher to the student. Students were 

conceptualised as receptacles; passive receivers of knowledge who were granted very little student 
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action or agency. This model deemed students’ lives and cultures to be irrelevant to the learning 

context, and established a binary relationship of power—the oppressor and the oppressed, the 

teacher and the learner. It was a didactic approach to literacy instruction which McInerney (2006, p. 

10) described as, “the teacher teaches and the students are taught; the teacher knows everything and 

the students know nothing; the teachers talk and the students listen—meekly”. Success in the 

schooling system was marked by the regurgitation of rote learnt, rigidly defined truths and facts. 

Graduating students left education compliant, superficially knowledgeable with all the information that 

was meant to last a lifetime, but without the skills to apply this knowledge to their real lives or to affect 

life changes. 

 

‘Multiliteracies’  

Coined in 1994 by The New London Group, the term ‘multiliteracies’ was used to denote a shift in 

literacy education pedagogical approaches in response to the changing global trends of culture, 

linguistics, technology and communications. Fundamentally, multiliteracies is framed to be about 

preparing students for their future lives, which entails ensuring that students have the necessary skills 

and knowledge to fully participate in their public, private and working lives. The New London Group, a 

consortium of ten academics covering the fields of linguistics, literacy education, and social discursive 

changes, from Great Britain, Australia and United States, articulated multiliteracies as “a word we 

chose to describe two important arguments we might have with the merging cultural, institutional, and 

global order: the multiplicity of communications channels and media, and the increasing saliency of 

cultural and linguistic diversity” (The New London Group, 1996, p. 63). 

The first argument developed in the book-length study Multiliteracies was concerned with the 

diversification of culture and linguistics, promulgated through increasing globalisation and 

connectedness (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). This aspect needs to be understood in two ways: as 

multilingualism, and as the transformative nature of the English language. Through the increasing 

global connectedness of our current world, multilingualism is evermore present in our lives and 

presents some communication barriers. With growing recognition of the rights and values of 

indigenous cultures amidst homogeneous societies and increasing migration, a more culturally 

responsive approach to literacy pedagogy is necessary. The other aspect of cultural and linguistic 

diversity addresses English as it transforms in two paradoxical ways. In the first instance, the English 

language is becoming a ‘lingua mundi’ (the world language) and the ‘lingua franca’ (the global 

language of commerce). Simultaneously though, English is being broken down into a plethora of 

‘Englishes’—characterised by subcultures, national origins, and professional and social discourses 

and referred to as ‘social languages’ (Gee, 1996).  

The second argument addressed by the group was the exponentially expanding area of new 

information and communication technologies. Traditionally, communication has been predominately 
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spoken or written, print-bound text, accompanied occasionally by static images. Now, with the advent 

of new multimedia technology, the scope for meaning making has burgeoned. There has been a shift 

from linguistics to semiotics; from the singular written form to a wide range of modes of presentations 

encompassing the visual, spatial, tactile, gestural, audio and oral. The combination and interface 

between these varied modes of representation is termed ‘multimodality’. In light of the availability of 

these resources via digital media the understanding of ‘text’ needs to deviate from the rigid definition 

as written, alphabetical communication to incorporate different modes of representation. The 

educational ramification of these new technologies is that literacy teaching and learning must address 

these new forms of texts. In Chapters 4 and 5 I will investigate how New Zealand’s literacy policies 

define ‘text’ and how they attend to the multiple forms of meaning-making.  

The multiliteracies approach is an attempt to bridge the space between traditional pedagogy designed 

for the old world, with relevant ‘new basics’ and the ways people make meanings in our contemporary 

communications environment (Kalantzis & Cope, 2012). It provides a theoretical overview in relation 

to the content of a multiliteracies approach (the “what”) and the form of literacy pedagogy (the “how”) 

(The New London Group, 1996). It is designed to ensure literacy pedagogy in our present context 

matches the needs of students and the types of skills and knowledge they will require to be personally 

enabled, to participate in civic-economic life, and to establish social equity for all. This strong agenda 

for dissolving oppressive power structures and constructing an equitable society, “... demands a 

consciousness as to how to avoid the mistakes and omissions of the past by acknowledging that 

literacy has been divisive to this point in time, creating the ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ of society” (Healy, 

2008, p. 4). 

A pedagogy of multiliteracies reconsiders the purpose of education and the ‘kinds of people’ we are 

creating for our current and future society. The responsibility of educators has (or perhaps should) 

shift away from teaching the mechanics of reading and writing, decoding and encoding, to a more 

holistic and responsive concept of education. Luke and Freebody (1999) argue that literacy pedagogy 

cannot be reduced simply to a ‘scientific’ model. They contend that literacy education is inherently a 

moral social practice, where decisions are made in order to enhance peoples’ agency over their life 

trajectories. Applying this broader perspective to the purpose of education, the multiliteracies 

overview provides a possible new direction for literacy pedagogy. These ideas will be expanded in 

greater detail in the following sections.  

 

Question 2: On what authority are these claims for a shift from ‘traditional literacy’ to 
‘multiliteracies’ being made?  

This question pertains to the “why” of multiliteracies. The answer to this is twofold—it involves both 

the recognition of a vastly changing world and the changing purpose of literacy education in today’s 

world. Initial calls for a re-envisioning of literacy curriculum and pedagogy dates back to the late 
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1960s. Some of the early authoritative voices for the impetus of change included Freire (1968) 

Fowler, Hodge, Kress and Trent (1979), Street (1984), and Fairclough (1989). What these academics 

had in common was the position that literacy needed to extend beyond rudimentary, technical skills to 

conceptualise literacy as a social practice embedded with implicit power relations. A Foucauldian 

orientation towards the exploration of power and knowledge in the critical history of modernity 

contributed to these theories of social relations and control, and continues to guide contemporary 

academic research in this area.  

At the crux of all these authors claims for change was a strong conviction for the need to 

reconceptualise literacy education. Kalantzis and Cope describe this essential shift: 

Education has reached a crisis point. On the one hand, the familiar territories of curriculum 

seem eerily irrelevant. The ‘basics’ appear to be vacuous now because the main ground has 

shifted from the old-fashioned, page-bound written texts and the dislocated ‘standards.’ What 

literacy teaching used to promise to do, we don’t seem to need any more; and even if it is of 

some use, some of the time, it’s certainly not enough. (Kalantzis and Cope, 2000, p. 147) 

This view of literacy has gained traction and has been built upon and expanded in recent decades.  

The New London Group paper in 1996 was of great significance in the movement of re-envisioning 

literacy pedagogy. Though this project has been further developed by the group and other academics 

in subsequent publications (i.e., Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; Kalantzis & Cope, 2000a; Anstey & Bull, 

2006, 2010), the paper provided a sketch of a future-focused direction for literacy pedagogy. A crucial 

aspect of their paper was their reasoning as to why a review of this area of education was 

fundamentally needed. As these authors describe, the objective of their summit was to discuss, “the 

pedagogical tension between immersion and explicit models of teaching; the challenge of cultural and 

linguistic diversity; the newly prominent modes and technologies of communication; and changing text 

usage in restructured workplaces” (The New London Group, 1996, p. 62). They endeavoured to 

address the broader purposes of education in relation to the moral and cultural order of literacy 

pedagogy. Below I outline the “why” of multiliteracies in relation to the changing working, civic and 

private lives it is anticipated students will encounter in their futures; and the role of ethics and social 

equity in education.  

 

Future Participation in Lifeworlds 

One of the main goals of multiliteracies is to ensure all students have the capabilities to participate 

fully in their current and future lifeworlds as the shape of social change continues to evolve. The New 

London Group understood this goal in relation to three aspects—our working lives, our public lives, 

and our private lives. The New London Group attempted to align educational experience with the 

projected realities of students’ social futures. Implicit to this statement is the assumption that students 



 23 

will also have to be competent users of new technology in order to be able to participate across these 

different areas of their social lives. 

I begin with the future of students working lives. In recent decades’ workplaces have trended towards 

flattened hierarchies with commitment, responsibility and motivation linked through shared values and 

visions of the corporation. Human capital is now invested in as a means of achieving the competitive 

edge (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009). The second consideration of students’ future lifeworlds is in regards 

to their public lives as citizens. With the new discourses of business and managerialism crossing the 

borders into people's working lives, the need for a revision of literacy pedagogy to address these 

power structures is essential. 

The transformations in the nature of citizenship towards the latter part of the 20th century necessitated 

a response within literacy education. With communism and capitalism jostling for dominance in many 

of the western countries, the compromise of the interventionist welfare state began to give way and 

reverse in favour of right-wing politics. These changes were expressed through the ideology of 

“neoliberalism”, based on the notion that the diminishing role of the state affords greater liberty (Cope 

& Kalantzis, 2009). In regards to education, state funding was reduced and schools were to perform in 

accordance with a new managerialist discourse. This separation of roles between the state and its 

financial wealth consequently redefined the relationship between the state and its citizens, and thus 

had major ramifications for the conditions and life trajectories of its citizenry. Under the foundations of 

fast capitalism, inequality was exacerbated and unequal access to power and resources widened 

(Cope & Kalantzis, 2009). 

Thirdly, The New London Group were cognisant of the impact new media technologies had on 

redefining private lives. Subcultural identities have come to represent all areas of people's lives—

gender, culture, online profiles, sexual orientations, interests—ushering in new forms of 

communication and expression. For literacy pedagogy to prepare students for these futures, 

education needs to explore subjectivities, as opposed to ignoring or erasing them, and to foster 

connections between these varying languages and discourses (The New London Group, 1996). 

 

Social Equity and Morality 

Of equal importance in the multiliteracies approach is the moral responsibility to the sensitivities of all 

learners, especially those marginalised by the effects of colonisation. The New London Group (1996) 

were able to pinpoint the fundamental problem of traditional literacy as being the disparities in 

educational outcomes, and the fact that this trend did not appear to be improving. The idea of literacy 

extending beyond the capacity to simply read and write, to involve subversive constructions of power, 

was captured by Gramsci (1987, in Mulcahy, 2008, p. 8) when he stated that literacy is “both 

hegemonic and counterhegemonic, instrumental in both silencing the voices of the oppressed and 
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legitimating oppressive relations. In universalising particular ideologies, it attempted to subordinate 

the work of human agency and struggle to the interests of dominant groups”. In this proclamation 

Gramsci acknowledged that all education is underpinned by cultural agendas (Healy, 2008), and how 

they relate to the lives of students. Likewise, Luke and Freebody (1999) contend that literacy is 

primarily a social practice, subjecting it to a constrained and mediated form of power relation where 

exchanges are asymmetrical, unequal and ideological.  

In 2001 the Australian Council of Deans of Education (ACDE) published a paper titled New learning: 

A charter for Australian education. In this paper, they posit that “education is one of the main ways to 

deliver the promise of democracy” (2001, p. 2). They detail how access to resources and 

opportunities are largely inherited, in relation to wealth, ethnicity, and geographical location. The 

Australian Deans of Education also contend that education is “the main thing which differentiates 

democracy from the world of kings and subjects, lords and serfs, masters and slaves, men and 

women” (2001, p. 70).  

In the New Zealand context, Tunmer, Chapman and Prochnow (2006) consider the role of social 

equity and opportunity through the concept of ‘literate cultural capital’. These authors describe how 

‘literate cultural capital’ refers to the reading-related variables at school entry. They hypothesize that 

New Zealand’s wide spread of achievement in literacy is,  

Largely the result of Matthew (rich get richer and poor get poorer) effects triggered by a 

constructivist, whole language approach to reading instruction and intervention that fails to 

respond adequately to differences in essential reading-related skills and knowledge (ie., 

literate cultural capital) at school entry that stem primarily from social class differences in 

home literacy environment. (Tunmer, Chapman, & Prochnow, 2006, p. 184) 

Given the importance of social equity in regards to the purpose of literacy education for future 

lifeworlds, it is essential to this research that I consider these points in relation to New Zealand’s 

literacy policies. Social equity is also a core policy driver of the national literacy strategy and 

subsequent literacy policies, thus a critical review of how this is achieved is essential. This will be 

explored in Chapters 4 and 5.  

 

Question 3: What are the key shifts suggested in relation to literacy pedagogy to ensure 
teaching and learning in this area is relevant for the 21st century?   

This question deals with the content of a multiliteracies curriculum as well as its pedagogical 

approach. With traditional literacy and the old basics deemed inadequate and largely irrelevant, 

combined with mounting literature documenting the deficits of these approaches, the new movement 

considers the future direction of literacy pedagogy in our rapidly evolving contemporary contexts.  
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The Australian Council of Deans of Education group proposed eight key tenets underpinning the 

changes needed for literacy education to be relevant in the 21st century. Two of these are particularly 

prevalent to this research: “a ‘new basics’ is emerging”; and “technology will become central to all 

learning” (ACDE, 2001, p. 2–3). Despite this excerpt being written in 2001, and although it describes 

learning in general as opposed to literacy in particular, I feel the principles outlined are still highly 

relevant and relate to the purpose of this research. In addition to this, the President of this 

organisation was Mary Kalantzis who has written extensively on multiliteracies and the role of literacy 

in the 21st century. Looking through a literacy lens, each of these points is relevant to the 

multiliteracies framework and provide a starting point for considering New Zealand’s progress towards 

addressing the needs of our learners in this day and age. 

The multiliteracies project addressed these issues through their construction of the “what” and “how” 

of literacy pedagogy (The New London Group, 1996). The “what” regards curriculum content and the 

goal that students leave education with dispositions enabling them to fully participate and engage in 

their social worlds. The “how” examines the optimal pedagogical approaches and learning 

relationships required to facilitate this course of education. In addition to The New London Group’s 

theoretical construct, other academics have contributed to this future-focused literacy discourse and 

the projected recommendations for shifts in literacy. Kress (2009) explores the area of multimodality 

and Gee (2003) describes new genres made possible through new technologies. I will analyse these 

suggested shifts in literacy education firstly through the “what” of literacy, and then the “how”. 

 

The “What” of Multiliteracies 

Broadly speaking, the “what” of the multiliteracies pedagogy considers the evolution of meaning-

making resources, the ‘new basics’, the required dispositions of 21st century learners, and the 

extension of critical literacy education. Referring back to Gee’s (2000) notion of education creating 

‘kinds of people’ for different kinds of worlds, preparing our students appropriately for their future lives 

is highly pertinent. Kress (1997, in Williams, 2008), describes how one of the few certainties we can 

know, is that our future lifeworlds will be significantly different to our present world. Kress suggests 

that we can longer provide students with a checklist of knowledge and skills that will sustain them 

throughout their lives. Rather, is the need to foster the necessary learner dispositions required for 

students to continually engage with, and navigate, their future. 

Firstly, to understand the “what” of new literacies is to understand the implications of the expansion of 

meaning-making resources afforded in the 21st century, largely due to technological advances. When 

society is presented with new modes of communication, what constitutes texts and communication 

needs to be redefined. Through the revolution of public communication and the saturation of 

multimodal texts, sole focus on written language has been dislodged by a shift towards semiotics 

(Kress, 2000). Whereas ‘text’ has previously been limited, to the ability to read and write written 
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language, The New London Group (1996) proposes the use of a meta-language to describe 

representational resources. This framework recognises all the potential designs of the meaning-

making system—the oral, written, visual, spatial, tactile, gestural and audio.  

Secondly, with the expansion of available meaning-making designs comes the advent of the ‘new 

basics’—the essential skills’ students require to be literate in an evolving society. Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, 

Castek & Henry (2013) characterise literacy as being ‘deictic’ where the meaning of literacy constantly 

metamorphoses in response to changing information and communication technologies, where literacy 

becomes new every day of our lives. To address the impact of these new technologies, and their 

protean nature, a new set of skills and knowledge is required. What is important to clarify here 

however, is that the new basics is not an entire redressing of the essentials of a traditional literacy 

curriculum. Rather, it is an extension and re-envisioning of what has been previously constituted as 

literacy. Cope and Kalantzis reiterate this position when they explained that: 

In some ways, Multiliteracies is something old as well as something new. Firmly grounded in 

what teachers have always done, it does not intend to turn that world upside down. It is not 

another one of those perennial educational fads. Rather, the purpose of Multiliteracies is to 

supplement or extend literacy teaching for our new times. (Cope and Kalantzis, 1997, p. 21) 

In this sense, the shift from the old basics to the new basics may be conceptualised as an extension 

as opposed to an entirely new literacy syllabus.  

Navigating electronic texts and multimodality are some of the areas included in the new basics. 

Reading a screen requires a different set of skills to that of reading printed text (Tan, 2006). For 

example, when viewing online texts, students need support in reading non-linear content and 

negotiating various hyperlinks (Anstey & Bull, 2010). Similarly, students require explicit instruction in 

identifying and interpreting different elements of multimodal texts—both as individual features and 

how they interface with each other. The ACDE (2001) discusses how this new learning requires new 

forms of assessment. They suggest these new assessments should assess the ‘new basics’, as 

opposed to just the old basics. I return to this discussion in Chapter 4 when I consider how the 

National Standards policy relates to relevant literacy learning in the 21st century. 

The third pertinent point regarding the “what” of multiliteracies is the emphasis placed upon fostering 

students’ essential ‘dispositions’. Kalantzis and Cope (2012) proposed that students need to be 

effective collaborative, problem-solving learners who are broadly knowledgeable and capable of 

divergent, innovative and creative thinking. Students will be knowledge-producers who will need to act 

with greater autonomy and self-control. Anstey and Bull (2010) proposed a list of personal qualities 

that 21st century students must encompass, including being flexible; having a repertoire of literate 

knowledge and practice; understanding how social and cultural diversity impacts upon literate 

practice; being able to access new and traditional communication technologies; and have the ability to 

draw upon a critical literacy discourse. The ACDE (2001) also submit that students in the 21st century 
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are required to be self-directed, autonomous learners who are flexible and collaborative knowledge 

users. The Ministry of Education (2016) describes this concept as ‘graduate profiles’ whereby 

individual schools create their own understanding of the skills, attitudes and knowledge that 

encapsulates a ‘future-oriented learner’. Owens (2016) highlights the importance of these 21st century 

dispositions given the working worlds into which today’s young people are entering. Owens’ research 

indicates that the need for enterprising skills such as critical thinking, creativity, communication and 

teamwork are rising significantly. Given these new skills appear to be essential to future employment, 

numerous academics discuss the relevance of traditional assessment measures and question if and 

how contemporary assessment practices need to change. 

The fourth required element in 21st century literacy education contributing to the “what” of 

multiliteracies is ‘critical literacy’. Though often used synonymously with ‘critical thinking’, ‘critical 

literacy’ is an integral part of the multiliteracies framework. To understand this point, there is a need to 

make a clear distinction between ‘critical thinking’ and ‘critical literacy’. The focus of critical thinking is 

on internal and individual thought processes whereby a person reflects upon their own thinking. This 

encompasses one’s ability to rationalise internal dialogue, evaluate thoughts and feelings, and the 

analysis of benefits and costs of consequential actions for different parties. Critical literacy, 

conversely, considers the external and the societal factors. Mulcahy understands critical literacy as, “a 

philosophy that recognizes the connections between power, knowledge, language, and ideology, and 

recognizes the inequalities and injustices surrounding us in order to move toward transformative 

action and social justice” (2008, p. 16). Mulcahy further suggests, that in order for this to occur, critical 

literacy needs to identify and challenge social constructs and ideologies that perpetuate injustice and 

inequality. Critical literacy is concerned with the socio-political and sociocultural issues which are 

embedded in texts and how the construction of knowledge can be framed in such ways as to privilege 

those in power. Further to this critical literacy perspective is the notion of ‘praxis’. ‘Praxis’ in literacy is 

rooted in Freire's ideologies by which reflection upon societal concerns are transformed into action to 

create better social conditions for all. Critical literacy is viewed as an empowering act which eliminates 

and eradicates power inequalities. 

The final aspect relating to the “what” of multiliteracies concerns the role of technology in literacy 

education.  The ACDE posited that “technology will become central to all learning” (2010, p. 99). This 

was based on the technological advancements, particularly in relation to the personal computer, 

which has the capacity to transform learning relationships. The ACDE speculated that this would 

occur three ways: learning through technology, learning about technology, and discovering new ways 

of learning using technology. For students to be effective literacy users in the 21st century they need 

to be able to purposefully and effectively use technology to support their learning. 

In Chapters 4 and 5 I critically explore the “what” of multiliteracies within New Zealand’s literacy 

policies. I investigate what text forms are promoted and how this relates to the teaching and learning 

of the ‘new basics’; what pedagogical approaches are utilised to foster 21st century learner 

dispositions; and the extent to which ‘critical literacy’ is developed. 
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The “How” of Multiliteracies 

All pedagogical theories derive from concepts about how the human mind works in both the 

classroom and society. The epistemological view of multiliteracies is based on the assumption that 

the mind, society, and learning is embodied, situated and social (The New London Group, 1996). 

Given this stance, The New London Group outlined a pedagogy of multiliteracies integrating four 

complex factors: Situated Practice, Overt Instruction, Critical Framing, and Transformed practice. 

Whilst these pedagogical approaches all derive from traditional orientations to literacy instruction 

(including didactic, authentic, functional, and critical pedagogy), a combination of all approaches 

presents an effective pedagogical foundation for a multiliteracies approach (Kalantzis & Cope, 2012).  

The New London Group emphasise that the multiliteracies approach is not a new theory, but an 

amalgamation of the most effective aspects and attributes of previous orientations towards literacy 

pedagogy. Kalantzis and Cope (2000a) stress that the guiding principle of multiliteracies is to extend 

existing pedagogical practice as opposed to suggesting a ‘grand new literacy schema’. Kalantzis and 

Cope summarise the multiliteracies pedagogical framework by stating, 

In the worlds of public life, work and formal learning, knowledge is made through immersion in 

‘hands-on’ experience (Situated Practice); coupled with explicit concepts and theories which 

explain underlying processes (Overt Instruction); through locating knowledge in its relevant 

context and reflection on its purposes (Critical Framing); and through transferring knowledge 

gained in one context to another context, which will be inevitably similar and different in certain 

respects (Transformed Practice). (Kalantzis and Cope, 2000a, p. 240–241) 

Though the multiliteracies pedagogy has evolved over the past two decades, for the purposes of this 

research I am going to work with The New London Groups’ (1996) original framework. Below I detail 

each of the aspects of this pedagogy, broadly identify their theoretical antecedents, and describe its 

purpose within this model. 

Situated Practice is anchored within the traditions of experiential learning (Yelland, Cope & Kalantzis, 

2008) and educational ‘progressivism’, and underpins theories such as the whole language approach 

to literacy learning (Kalantzis & Cope, in Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). It centres upon immersion in 

experiences and meaningful practices stemming from students’ interests and lifeworlds. Situated 

Practice recognises that learning is highly situated and that engagement with authentic learning within 

a community of learners is essential (The New London Group, 1996).  

Overt instruction focuses upon explicit instruction whereby teachers instigate active interventions that 

draw student awareness to underlying structures of meaning (Yelland, Cope & Kalantzis, 2008). It 

involves the sharing of abstract, conceptual language which supports student engagement with 

important features of their experiences and development of metacognition in learning. Overt 
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instruction stems from a teacher-centred transmission pedagogy, however when it is utilised within a 

Situated Practice context it represents a Vygotskian approach to scaffolded learning where the focus 

is on comparing and contrasting conventions of meaning in different contexts (Kalantzis & Cope, 

2000a). 

Critical Framing draws upon critical literacy pedagogy which requires learners to consider the social 

and cultural context of knowledge (Yelland, Cope & Kalantzis, 2008). The importance and purpose of 

Critical Framing is to integrate Situated Practice and Overt Instruction in relation to social, cultural, 

political, and ideological systems of knowledge and social practice. Here, teachers must help learners 

to denaturalise and make strange again what they have learned and mastered (The New London 

Group, 1996). It requires students to critically examine what they have learnt within specific cultural 

and social contexts. 

Transformed Practice is slightly more difficult to categorise according to traditional pedagogy; 

however, it is related to an applied learning approach (Yelland, Cope & Kalantzis, 2008) and the 

process of turning theory into practice (Kalantzis & Cope, 2000a). The purpose of Transformed 

Practice is the transference of meaning-making practice, established through Situated Practice, Overt 

Instruction and Critical Framing, into new contexts. The New London Group (1996) assert that it is not 

enough for students to just describe and critique, but rather a student must then return to Situated 

Practice to demonstrate a ‘re-practice’ in novel contexts. 

These four elements function in an integrative manner and have no prescribed order or weighting. 

Teachers, as designers of learning environments, navigate and select from these activities for 

purposeful planning and lesson design (Kalantzis & Cope, 2012). Through this approach, educators 

seek to avoid marginalising students of minority communities, whose knowledge may previously have 

been ignored in the classroom context, rather allowing students to “focus on expansive literacies 

knowledge that are centred in their students’ lives” (Healy, 2008, p. 7). 

The balance between Situated, Overt, Critical and Transformed Practice is particularly significant to 

the critical analysis of New Zealand’s literacy policies, and the extent to which they can be deemed 

relevant for the 21st century. Firstly, given New Zealand’s long-standing association with a whole 

language approach to literacy, I question whether this approach is still ‘effective’ in relation to the 

research evidence. The whole language approach is a philosophy of literacy instruction whereby 

students are directed to focus on meaning and syntax as a means to decode unfamiliar words, as 

opposed to using graphophonic information. Secondly, given that these policies need to address the 

social inequities in literacy education, I consider how well New Zealand’s pedagogical approaches as 

expressed in policy support the needs of our nation’s most vulnerable learners. 

A pedagogy of multiliteracies also constructs new learning relationships. In communities of learners 

and practices students are able to process knowledge and information in different ways. In such 

learning environments students take greater responsibility and agency, and the knowledge they bring 
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into the classroom with them provides the foundation from which to move forward and explore. 

Teachers in this new learning theory assume a place within this learning community where they are 

both learner and teacher, and act as a facilitator between students and new information (Healy, 

2008). There concepts will be explored in the following chapters in relation to the policies being 

analysed in this thesis.  

 

Question 4: What other significant discourses have influenced the development and direction 
of literacy education in New Zealand? 

This literature review so far has been situated within educational discourse. I now explore how other, 

competing sets of discourses simultaneously operating alongside multiliteracies relate to literacy 

education within the New Zealand context. Significant discourses, pivotal to understanding this 

research include neoliberalism, new managerialism, and the ‘export of blame’. As described in the 

methodology, this section explores the ways in which discourses and social practices are structured in 

relation to each other. I describe each of these concepts and how they are necessary to 

understanding literacy policy in New Zealand. 

 

A Discourse of Neoliberalism 

Neoliberalism is a form of governmentality dedicated to the extension of market forms of governance 

across all spheres of social life (Peck & Tickell, 2007) which rose in the latter quarter of the 20th 

century. In many Anglophone countries, this shift saw the transformation of social and economic 

policies from welfare states to neo-liberal post-welfare states. Harvey provides a comprehensive 

definition of this political-economic philosophy, 

Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that proposes that 

human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and 

skills within an institutional framework characterised by strong private property rights, free 

markets and free trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional framework 

appropriate to such practices.... Furthermore, if markets do not exist (in areas such as land, 

water, education, healthcare, social security, or environmental pollution) then they must be 

created, by state action if necessary. But beyond these tasks the state should not venture. 

(Harvey, 2005, p. 2) 

Giroux (2002 in Adams, 2014, p. 8) asserts that neoliberalism is ‘the defining political economic 

paradigm of our time’. It is rooted in the social psychology of self-interest which inherently moulds us 

to respect results above principles (Ball, 1997).  



 31 

Through this process the relationship between government and the individual was renegotiated. 

Discrepancies in wealth and power were framed as inadequacies on behalf of the individual as 

opposed to acknowledging institutional structures which inflamed social and cultural divides (Hursh, 

2005). In exchange for improving wages, workers were faced with a reduction in state benefits and 

services. Governments withdrew from social and economic affairs to allow for capitalist control of 

investments and the growth of multinational corporations (Hursh, 2005). This social market structure 

rests upon the incentivising of personal profit where the concept of democracy is re-envisioned as an 

economic concept. Economic rationality becomes the dominant form of rationality, and a theory of 

‘cost-benefit analysis’ becomes the standard (Apple, 1999). 

Out of neoliberalism emerges a discourse of ‘marketisation’. Marketisation is seen as the spread of 

economic neoliberalism through the extension of market modes of operation into public services 

(Fairclough, 2000). Marketisation in public services are evident in two forms—linguistically, and 

discursively through ‘new managerialism’. Fairclough (2000) draws attention to the way concepts of 

marketisation are linguistically imbued within the lexicon of public services. He describes how, “These 

processes of marketisation are in part linguistic in nature: they involve a marketisation of language, in 

the sense that the language of areas like public services are being colonised by the language of the 

market” (p. 164).  

In relation to education, Priestley (1994) observed this trend, describing how vocabulary such as 

‘accountability’, ‘performance’ and ‘appraisal’ has permeated educational lexicon. Likewise, Macedo 

(1994, in Priestley, 2002, p. 122), discussed the ‘state of change’ in public education and policy, 

describing how education since the 1980s has seen “an overdose of education reform pollution 

controlled mostly by a conservative discourse that celebrates a language of management, 

competition, testing, choice and free enterprise”. Smyth and Shacklock (1998) used the term ‘new 

managerial catchwords’ to describe this occurrence. They likened the penetration of capitalist theory 

rhetoric into educational discourse through the analogy of a palimpsest— “the expunging of one set of 

discourses and their replacement by new vocabulary, which has its roots in the world of industry and 

commerce” (Priestley, 2002, p. 125). I explore how these ‘new managerial catchwords’ are expressed 

in the Reading and Writing National Standards for Years 1-8. 

 

‘New Managerialism’ in Education Policy 

The process of marketisation in education is captured through the discourse of ‘new managerialism’. 

The concept of ‘new managerialism’ has entered educational discourse with growing influence since 

the 1990s to facilitate the functioning of schools within the marketplace. Lynch explains that, “New 

managerialism represents the organisational arm of neoliberalism. It is the mode of governance 

designed to realise the neoliberal project through the institutionalising of market principles in the 

governance of organizations” (Lynch, 2014, p. 1). Within education, new managerialism manifests 
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through national standards, target setting, decentralisation of governance, performance, heightened 

accountability measures, and the redefinition of relationships between the government, teachers and 

students. As Thrupp attests, “Today’s governments are typically much more animated by setting 

targets for achievements than exploring the reasons why a large proportion of students fail to meet 

them” (2009, p. 7). 

New managerialism is evident through the cutting of expenditure for social services; the restructuring 

of these services according to capitalist economics; decentralisation and deregulation; and the 

distancing of the state and the individual with a shift of focus from the ‘public good’ to ‘individual 

responsibility’. For education, domination of neoliberal reforms means the shift from being primarily a 

social service to functioning according to market logic.  

Ball (2003) theorises that ‘performativity’ is a key tenet in implementing neoliberal reform in education. 

Performativity indentures teachers to manage their practice according to targets, indicators and 

evaluations. Smyth (2012) describes how these reforms demand schools produce evidence of 

performance to central authorities. This can be observed through the proliferation of standards and 

accountability measures in primary schools. Standards in education entails the setting of minimum 

levels of proficiency (Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith, 2010). Systems of accountability then focus upon 

measurable outcomes in relation to these set standards (Lingard, 2010).  

The decentralisation and deregulation of education is a form of governance that Ball (1994) refers to 

as ‘steering at a distance’. By restructuring schools to be self-managing, governments portray the 

impression of relinquishing coercive or prescriptive control whilst simultaneously maintaining power 

through national curriculum, national standards, appraisal, policy formulation, and auditing (Smyth & 

Shacklock, 1998, in Priestley, 2002). The managerial principles within education place greatest value 

on outputs, performance (of schools, teachers, and students), and the measurable achievement 

against specified targets, as opposed to input and the process of learning which has formally been 

education’s primary focus. Lynch (2014) points out how new managerialist controls are essentially 

antithetical to the heart and nature of teaching as significant aspects of student learning and 

development cannot be recorded or measured through standard forms of assessment.  

Two conflicting ideologies are present here in the educational system between neoliberalism and 

social equity, which appears to be largely paradoxical. Ball (1997) reflects upon this as the ‘oxymoron 

of neoliberalism’ for public good. Reinforcing Plant’s concept of the ‘culture of self-interest’ (1992, in 

Ball 1997), Ball recognises the ‘duality of standpoints’ that exist when introducing market theory into 

public provision. On one hand the ‘personal standpoint’ celebrates the values of self-interest and the 

pursuit of individual gain in a capitalist society, whilst on the other lies the ‘impersonal standpoint’ 

which promotes ethical and moral principles of egalitarianism. These incongruous goals lead to the 

‘pauperisation of moral concepts in the public sphere’ (Bottery, 1992, in Ball, 1997), and Ball notes 

that, “the idea of the deliberate and planned pursuit of the ‘common good’ is rendered meaningless” 

(Ball, 1997, p. 260). This ‘oxymoron of neoliberalism’ is especially appropriate for the analysis of New 
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Zealand’s literacy policies given the governments dual intentions of raising student achievement 

whilst limiting investment in education.  

 

The Political Framing of Policy and the ‘Export of Blame’ 

The way governments’ frame issues and warrants within the educational field under neoliberalism is 

what Apple (1999) terms the ‘export of blame’. Apple posits that the export of blame represents the 

neoliberalist position of blaming the workers and socioeconomically disadvantaged people for the 

decisions of government. To achieve this, poor educational outcomes are blamed upon schools and 

teachers. As economic inequality increases as a result of reduced public spending, corporations and 

politicians (many of whom have benefited from reduced taxation), seek to distance themselves from 

these changing social issues by shifting the blame onto the education system to avoid persecution 

and retaliation (Hursh, 2005). The schooling system is then perceived as ineffective in reducing 

societal inequalities and thus in need of being fixed. This provides the opportunity for governments to 

then enact education reform, allowing them to both be seen as actively addressing such issues and 

permitting them to further insert neoliberal agendas into educational discourse under the aegis of 

policy. Such acts include the establishing of national standards, auditing and resource allocation.  

Ball (1990 in Priestley, 2002) terms this transference of blame from the capitalist business sector to 

the education system as the ‘discourse of derision’. By inciting a rhetoric of ‘school failure’ and calling 

into question the quality of teaching professionals’ governments are legitimised in redesigning 

teachers’ responsibilities and accountabilities. When blame is placed squarely on the education 

system, any attempt on behalf on the education system to annotate achievement data through wider 

socioeconomic contextual issues, is perceived as excuse making (Thrupp, 2009). It would appear that 

educational policies and reforms are much better at reflecting social injustices than addressing them. 

The ultimate outcome for teachers is that they are being held responsible for systemic inequities well 

beyond their control.  

Apple (1999) suggests that government spending on public services, such as education, is 

considered suspect given that they do not relate directly to economic goals of the state. Apple 

discusses how, within the export of blame discourse, these services are represented as ‘black holes’ 

that drain economic resources away from private enterprise. In a capitalist society, it is perceived that 

social equality and good will come through economic prosperity and the ‘trickle-down’ theory and 

schools are subject to funding cuts and close cost-benefit analysis of any expenditure.  

Under neoliberal reform, another tactic in reframing educational issues is through diversion. 

Packaging policy reform, to address educational inequities through the lens of educational discourse, 

diverts attention away from the contributing wider social policies and their contribution to this growing 

divide. Whilst being seen to be actively pursuing social progress through education, political parties 
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implicitly marginalise other areas of other social policies. Amidst the managerial practices of 

establishing standards and setting targets to improve academic performance, measures to reduce 

other societal inequalities, such as poverty, are averted. By using simplistic testing and data to assess 

educational standard improvements and attributing all responsibility to teachers and schools, states 

can ignore other contributing factors for lack of student achievement (Adams, 2014). Student 

achievement does not indicate changes in social housing conditions. Student achievement does not 

indicate the standard of public health. In drawing attention to levels of student academic attainment 

governments can avoid exploring reasons as to why such a large proportion of students fail to reach 

the standard (Thrupp, 2009). 

The political framing of education issues and policy is of utmost importance in critically examining 

policy texts. Governing bodies have the power to determine what the problem is; why the problem has 

occurred; who is responsible for fixing the problem; and prescribing policies to stipulate how this 

problem will be resolved. The resultant policy texts are strategically constructed to persuade readers 

that the policymakers selection of educational issues is the ‘truth’ of the matter; and to engineer 

uncritical acceptance of their presented ‘solutions’. The policy construction process is strictly 

managed and controlled so that the policy initiatives do not conflict with overarching goals of political 

parties, such as the prioritisation of economic growth over social investment. Governments need to be 

seen to be affecting positive change in education, but only in ways that are permitted, and beneficial, 

to their party’s political ideologies. 

To persuade readers of particular framings of educational issues and policies, policy writers employ 

evidentiary and political warrants. In the first instance, policy makers carefully select research and 

literature to support their shaping of educational issues. In the context of this thesis, this relates to the 

focus on minority underachievement in literacy education and the research that links this performance 

deficit to the practices of schools and teachers. From this perspective, the political warrant is then 

designed to demonstrate how new policies respond to failings on the part of schools and teachers. In 

respect to this research, this is addressed in the goals and strategies of the national literacy strategy 

which claim to narrow the widening gap of underachievement. 

However governing bodies seek to frame the blame, what cannot be ignored in New Zealand is the 

overrepresentation of low socioeconomic schools whose students are underachieving. Such a 

correlation might suggest that, rather than a failure at the education system level, there is the 

possibility that schools are overwhelmed by wider contextual factors. Pertinent to this, and something 

which cannot be ignored in New Zealand, are the startling statistics of child poverty. In the closing 

decades of the 20th century New Zealand had the fastest growing disparity in income and wealth in 

the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (Thrupp, 2009). One in three 

Māori and Pasifika children now live in income poverty; children in the most disadvantaged 

communities are three times as likely to need hospitalisation for preventable respiratory and infectious 

conditions; and at least sixteen percent of Kiwi children live in crowded housing which can lead to 

serious health problems (Simpson, Wicken, Gallagher, Duncanson & Oben, 2016). 
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Question 5. How did the social, cultural and political contexts in New Zealand from the 1990s, 
impact upon the establishment of the national literacy policy?  

Drawing on Fairclough’s (1995) model for analysing text and discourse, in this question I investigate 

the contexts in which the national literacy strategy and the subsequent literacy policies were 

constructed. I focus here on the social, cultural and political situation in New Zealand in the 1990s; 

and then more specifically on key factors that prompted the establishment of the national literacy 

strategy in 1999. 

 

The ‘crisis’ of the 1990s 

In November 1990, the Fourth National Government was re-elected to parliament under Prime 

Minister Jim Bolger, retaining power until 1999. The neoliberal reforms, which had been set in motion 

by Labour in the 1980s as a means to ensure best educational opportunities in the face of global 

economic crisis, consequently became subject to National’s right-wing agenda. Educational issues 

became subjected to National’s directives and policies, which were underpinned by a focus on 

economic prosperity, leading to a significant reshaping of educational trajectories in New Zealand.  

Carrying over from the previous decade, a sense of ‘crisis’ was increasingly being felt within public 

domains and consciousness. As Limbrick (2000) lyrically described, “As 1990 dawned New Zealand 

was still basking in the glow of being seen by the rest of the world as providing the acme of reading 

education”, however “...by the mid 90s our reputation was becoming tattered. The media started 

lamenting the falling literacy standards of young people” (p. 8–9).  

These claims of declining standards were largely drawn from the comparison of the 1970-71 

International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) report with a second 

survey undertaken in 1990-91. The analysis of this comparative data illuminated some concerning 

trends in Aotearoa’s schooling. Though New Zealand students performed highly in both evaluations, 

the second survey indicated a widening gap between the highest and lowest performing students—so 

much so that New Zealand demonstrated the widest variance of all the nations involved in the project 

(Limbrick, 2000). The findings indicated that there were both gender gaps, as well as a home 

language gap. In 1996 the results were corroborated by the National Education Monitoring Project 

(NEMP). These reports identified three key findings: New Zealand had the largest spread of scores of 

all the participating countries; it determined that low performing readers were likely to be Māori or 

children from minority backgrounds; and it observed how achievement disparities between Pākehā 

and Maori children increased over the first years at school (Tunmer, Chapman, Greaney, Prochnow, 

& Arrow, 2013). The disparity between high, middle-class, Pākehā literacy achievement and low 

achievement in Māori, Pasifika and low-socioeconomic communities became known as ‘the long tail 
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of underachievement’. It was seen as “the single biggest challenge confronting literacy education in 

New Zealand today” (Wilkinson, Freebody & Elkins, 2000, in Tunmer et al., 2013, p. 1). 

Throughout the 1990s the education sector was the subject of many public discussions on the state of 

New Zealand’s educational affairs. For example, the Listener published an article in 1995 denouncing 

the effectiveness of teaching professionals, stating that “the schools seem quite incapable of teaching 

the plain mechanics of reading” (in Smith, 2000, p. 136). Following this, a policy analyst who was 

involved in the 1997 Business Roundtable considered that “all literacy problems could be attributed to 

New Zealand teachers” (Smith, 2000, p. 137). Themes of attributing student underperformance to 

inadequate educators became a dominant strategy of the National Party, reflecting Apple’s (1999) 

‘export of blame’ practice. 

With National’s move to construct greater accountability and efficiency within state-owned 

departments, this perceived failing necessitated an assignation of blame. Smith stated:  

The prevailing spirit of the times suggests that schools alone must take the responsibility for 

children who are failing. The Educational Review Office considers that social conditions outside 

the school are no reason for children to fail to learn to read. Thus, adult unemployment, 

linguistic differences between home and school, poverty and illness, changing patterns of 

parenting—all characteristics of segments of the New Zealand population today—should not 

impede a child’s progress at school. (Smith, 2000, p. 134)  

With the goal of preserving fiscal neutrality in the public education system in order to promote further 

financial growth of the economy, National attributed blame to teachers and schools themselves as a 

safeguard against increasing funding. By framing the failings in student achievement to inadequate 

classroom practice National were able to ‘create a solution’ to the perceived problem as outlined in 

New Zealand’s national literacy strategy. It is at this point that the government began drawing upon a 

discourse in the politics of blame. 

National’s framing of literacy issues in New Zealand were not accepted by all however. Contrary to 

National’s framing of the ‘crisis’ as deficiencies on the part of schools and teachers, academics have 

ascribed the observed widening gap of underachievement to various other social factors. Dix, 

Cawkwell and Locke, (2011) and Limbrick (2000) indicate how the changing demographics in New 

Zealand contributed significantly to the lowered student achievement outcomes. During this period, 

large migrations of Asian and Pacific populations increased faster than ‘European or other’; high 

fertility rates and a young age structure within both Māori and Pasifika cultures resulted in high birth 

rates; and the nation saw a growing polarisation of wealth and living conditions. The impact of these 

trends within the school context were vast. Growing linguistic, cultural, and socioeconomic diversity 

meant many children were entering school with either limited or no English, and students had differing 

access prior to entering primary education to literate cultural capital. These social and cultural 

changes therefore required consideration when analysing and interpreting the IEA and NEMP results. 
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The National Literacy Strategy  

In October 1998, the National government released the national literacy strategy. With growing 

concerns about the ‘long tail of underachievement’, teamed with the claim that one in five children 

were underperforming, the government planned an overhaul of education policy. The National Party 

announced their goal for education, “By 2005, every child turning nine will be able to read, write, and 

do maths for success” (MoE, 1999b, p. 2). Unlike the more distinct form of the national literacy 

strategy implemented in Britain from 1998, what was occurring in the New Zealand context was 

somewhat less straightforward. This was because our national literacy strategy was not one specific 

policy or shift within the educational context, but rather numerous measures that were implemented, 

including the introduction of the National Standards (Dix, Cawkwell & Locke, 2011). 

The government’s educational goals included: 

● ensuring that the goal for nine-year-olds is well understood in the education sector and 

by parents and the wider community; 

● working out the most effective ways to measure the progress of individuals and groups 

towards the goal; 

● supporting the best possible teaching of all children; 

● ensuring that government interventions to support children’s learning in literacy are as 

effective and efficient as possible. (MoE, 1999b, p. 3). 

Following the release of their educational goals and vision, the government established the Literacy 

Experts Group and the Literacy Taskforce. 

The Literacy Experts Group consisted of ten academics from New Zealand universities. Their purpose 

was to provide advice on literacy, and literacy instruction, to the Ministry of Education and to provide 

the Literacy Taskforce with “a range of theoretical and academic perspectives on literacy learning” 

(MoE, 1999a, p. 2). Endorsing the Ministry’s goal, the Experts Group recommended that some 

changes were necessary in literacy instruction in order to guide teachers’ selection of appropriate 

strategies, particularly when working with struggling learners. Drawing on research and theories of 

effective literacy pedagogy, the group proposed that “greater attention needs to be focussed on the 

development of word-level skills and strategies in beginning reading instruction, including the 

development of phonological awareness” (MoE, 1999a, p. 6).  

The Experts Group presented the Taskforce with eighteen recommendations, a significant portion of 

which, centred around early reading instruction and the Reading Recovery remedial program. Not all 

of these recommendations were adopted by the Literacy Taskforce, thus the Experts Group were 

compelled to submit their own report to the Ministry of Education. 
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The role of the Literacy Taskforce was to advise the Ministry of Education on how to define and 

assess the national education goals, and how to best support literacy learning in New Zealand. The 

Taskforce was made up of twenty individuals, comprising of principals, teachers, Ministry of Education 

officials, and Dr Limbrick and Dr McNaughton who were also members of the Literacy Experts group. 

The other members of the Experts Group were excluded from participating in Taskforce discussions 

as the Ministry of Education stated it was the fundamental role of schools to develop literacy practice, 

thus the recommendations were to be based on the perspectives of principals and teachers working 

in the field.  

The Taskforce Report for the Ministry of Education was constructed within a short timeframe. Their 

recommendations were submitted in March 1999, with the group having met just three times over a 

three-month period. The report contained twelve recommendations. The educational strategies and 

policies which were constructed from these recommendations constituted New Zealand’s national 

literacy strategy.  

The Taskforce emphasised the importance of students receiving the best possible literacy instruction 

in the first four years of school. They sought to affirm and reinforce practice that promoted 

achievement and equity, in addition to identifying those aspects that required reviewing. In their 

report, they drew attention to the public debates surrounding phonics versus whole language 

pedagogies. Through their recommendations, the Taskforce attempted to ameliorate this polarisation 

and presented their approach as the exemplary balance between the two. With reference to the 

analysis presented in Chapter 4, I posit that the recommendations of the Taskforce reflect a heavy 

orientation towards Situated Practice at the expense of Overt Instruction. 

Whilst both independently endorsing the Ministry’s goal, the Experts and Taskforce differed quite 

significantly in their recommendations as to how this should be accomplished. At the crux of this 

collective cognitive dissonance was differing pedagogical approaches, particularly in regards to 

supporting of the needs of priority learners in literacy. Utilising the language of multiliteracies (The 

New London Group, 1996), I suggest that the Taskforce strongly endorsed a Situated Practice model, 

as the most effective approach to achieving high and equitable outcomes for all learners, whilst the 

Experts Group recommended further incorporation of Overt Instruction. I will explore how this is 

evident in the critical analysis of the ELP 1-4 in greater detail in Chapter 4. 

Fast-forwarding to 2013, 15 years after the instatement of the national literacy strategy, Tunmer et. al 

considered progress made towards the Ministry’s goal of equitable outcomes for all learners. Citing 

the 2011 Ministry of Education’s (2011) Briefing to the Incoming Minister, the authors of this paper 

highlighted how the disparity in academic achievement, particularly among Māori and Pasifika 

students, persisted to be one of the widest across the OECD. The Briefing poignantly stated that, 

“The greatest challenge facing the schooling sector is producing equitable outcomes for students” 

(2011, p. 23). Reflecting on 15 years of national literacy strategy implementation, and in light of the 

unremitting disparities in equitable literacy achievements, Tunmer et. al boldly concluded that, “New 
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Zealand’s national literacy strategy is simply not working” (2013, p. i).  

This paper offered three explanations as to why there was a failure to narrow the gap in literacy 

achievement:  

1. a constructivist orientation toward literacy education, 

2. the failure to respond adequately to differences in literate cultural capital at school entry, and, 

3. restrictive policies regarding the first year of literacy teaching. (Tunmer, et al., 2013, p. iii) 

In Chapter 4 I explore how each of these points relate to ideological underpinnings of the ELP 1-4. 

These issues are significant to this research as they deal with matters of social equity and 

pedagogical practices to literacy—key aspects of multiliteracies.  

 

Summary 

This chapter has provided a summary of the academic literature concerning traditional literacy and 

multiliteracies, and a review of the relevant contextual factors that have influenced the construction of 

New Zealand’s literacy policies. I began by defining the key terms; outlining the arguments as to why 

a shift in literacy approaches is necessary; and what this might look like in practice. Next, I reviewed 

the competing discourses of the ‘export of blame’ and ‘new managerialism’ as they relate to literacy 

education in Aotearoa. Lastly, I explored the contextual settings in which the national literacy strategy 

and key literacy policies were constructed. In the next chapter, I provide a linguistic and visual critical 

discourse analysis of Effective Literacy Practice in Years 1 to 4 (2003a) in relation to the points in this 

literature review.  
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Chapter four 
Critical Discourse Analysis of                         

Effective Literacy Practice in Years 1 to 4 

 

The purpose of this research is to explore whether New Zealand’s literacy policies are still relevant for 

the 21st century. This chapter is a linguistic and visual critical discourse analysis of the Effective 

Literacy Practice in Years 1 to 4 (ELP 1-4) which considers the ways in which this policy text relates 

to the key research question. It draws upon Fairclough’s approach to CDA and utilises Scott’s (2000) 

work to synthesise and structure an analysis of the ELP 1-4. The objective of this approach is to 

consider how linguistic and visual semiotic features construct and reinforce societal power relations. 

The focus on the ELP 1-4 is pivotal to my main research question as it explores how policies implicitly 

and explicitly shape teachers’ pedagogical approaches to teaching literacy, and whether or not the 

Ministry of Education’s conceptualisation of literacy is relevant to the 21st century. 

As detailed in Chapter 2, I use the ELP 1-4 policy text to explore New Zealand’s literacy policy’s 

relevance for teaching in today’s environment. Written fourteen years ago, this text was the forerunner 

to key literacy policy documents including the Effective Literacy Practice in Years 5 to 8 (2006a) (ELP 

5-8), Reading and Writing Standards for years 1-8 (2009), and The Literacy Learning Progressions 

(2010b). These texts are intertextually linked back to the ELP 1-4 through visual connections, in-text 

citations, direct referencing, footnoting, and diagrammatical reproductions. Evidence can be seen by 

way of the replication of ELP 1-4 images throughout these subsequent texts and the borrowing of 

diagrammatical representations such as the dimensions of effective practice (MoE, 2009, p. 6–7). 

These connections will be detailed in Chapter 5. 

The ELP 1-4 was published by the Ministry of Education in 2003 following the recommendation of the 

Literacy Taskforce (MoE, 1999b). This was followed by the ELP 5-8 in 2006. The texts are 200 and 

212 pages, respectively, and offer full colour photographs and diagrams throughout. The definitive 

titles of the texts are suggestive of a textbook—given the singular use of the term ‘practice’ in 

“Effective Literacy Practice”. The title conveys the notion that there is only one ‘correct’ or ‘permitted’ 

approach to pedagogical models of literacy. 
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The front cover of the ELP 1-4 is sectioned into thirds through horizontal panels, and has a brown and 

orange colour scheme (see figure 4.1). Although produced in the early 2000s the brown and orange 

colour theme is reminiscent of texts produced in the 1970s. While this may not be the authors’ 

intentions, the text connotes the image of ‘dated textbook’. I posit that the textbook theme, continues 

throughout the entirety of the text, implicitly constructing the reader (the teacher) as a novice learner 

in relation to an authoritative text. This is illustrated in the way quotes and definition boxes, located to 

the sides of the main body of text, provide additional clarification and information suggesting that it 

may be the first time the reader has encountered these terms or concepts. For example, the term 

‘literacy practices’ is elaborated on in a textbox on page 19 (MoE, 2003a). Additionally, sentences and 

paragraphs are highlighted in the main text to indicate to the reader that it is important information. 

These can be seen in the way the definition of ‘literacy’ is bold text. 

 

Figure 4.1 The front cover of the ELP 1-4 (2003a)  

The ELP 1-4 is structured in accordance with the diagrammatical representation of ‘The Dimensions 

of Effective Practice’ (see figure 4.2), displayed on page 12. This diagram records the chapter titles 

for the text. These chapters are then colour coded in the chapter headers on each page and to 

background sub-chapter headings.  
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Figure 4.2. The Dimensions of Effective Practice (MoE, 2003a, p. 12) 

 

The rest of this chapter is structured according to an adaptation of Scott’s (2000) questions, as 

described in the methodology: 

1. What are the explicit intentions of the writers of the policy text? 

2. What devices are being used by the writers of this policy text to suggest that their version of 

the truth of the matter is the only one worth considering? 

3. How has the evidence base of the policy text been constructed? 

4. What are the ideological underpinnings of the text and are these consistently deployed 

throughout the report? 

5. How does the policy text seek to position the reader or practitioner in relation to the policy 

agenda being argued for? 

6. Is the policy agenda being argued for relevant and useful for the practitioner? 

7. What are the implicit intentions of the writers of the policy text? 

 

 

 



 43 

Question 1: What are the explicit intentions of the writers of the policy text? 

Critical analysis of the ELP 1-4 policy document exposes both the explicit and concealed implicit 

intentions of the writers and uncovers how these intentions work to construct the power of this policy. I 

begin by describing the explicit intentions of the ELP 1-4. 

The ELP 1-4 begins with a one-page Foreword written by then Secretary for Education, Howard 

Fancy, which describes the policy’s explicit intentions and purposes. The Foreword identifies the need 

to increase effectiveness of teaching practice as a key policy drive, as a way of, “Ensuring that all 

students continue to develop strengths in literacy is critical to their on-going success in education and 

throughout their lives.” (MoE, 2003a, p. 6) 

Further the Foreword, details how the policy was produced by the Ministry of Education in response to 

the recommendations of the Literacy Taskforce, and that it is “integral to the on-going implementation 

of the Government’s Literacy Strategy” (MoE, 2003a, p. 6). The Literacy Taskforce made the 

recommendation that “a statement of best practice be drawn up and promulgated to schools” (MoE, 

1999b, p. 9) to support the ministry’s goal, “by 2005, every child turning nine will be able to read, 

write, and do maths for success” (MoE, 1999b, p. 2). The Foreword describes how the writers, 

through development and consultation with academics, teachers and policy makers, produced “a 

handbook that links literacy practice and learning processes, providing advice that we can be 

confident will lead to improved outcomes for students” (MoE, 2003a, p. 6). This new text superseded 

the Department of Education’s previous text, Reading in Junior Classes (DoE, 1985). 

The ELP 1-4, referred to as a ‘cornerstone’ (Tunmer et al., 2013) ‘principle handbook’ (Patel, 2010), 

was distributed free of charge to teachers in schools to ensure that there was a “range of quality 

resources and information available to all teachers” (MoE, 2003a, p. 6). The intention of this 

document was to establish a nationwide policy which would guide, and unify, literacy practice in New 

Zealand primary schools. In addition to this, the ELP 1-4 document was designed as a key text for 

professional development programmes. 

 

Question 2: What devices are being used by the writers of this policy text to suggest that their 
version of the truth of the matter is the only one worth considering? 

The ELP 1-4 policy text utilises lexical, grammatical and diagrammatical devices to present a cogent, 

authoritative document that seeks to influence readers’ uncritical acceptance of the policy. It is 

designed to be read as “not merely polemic, opinion of political rhetoric, but the careful sifting of 

evidence which compels the writer to develop one set of policy prescriptions over others” (Scott, 

2000, p. 18). To achieve this, grammatical structuring, lexical choices, eschewing of the evidence 

base, and the construction of diagrammatical representations of literacy theories are employed to 
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impress upon the reader that the ELP 1-4 presents the irrefutable truth about effective literacy 

practice.  

I begin this section with an excerpt from the ELP 1-4. Under the sub-title ‘The evidence about 

effective practice in literacy’ it is stated: 

The evidence has integrity; it is credible and consistent. It is possible to be precise about what 

makes a difference to students’ literacy learning. Certain features of teaching practice have 

been clearly linked to improved outcomes for students and to reduced disparities in the 

achievement of diverse groups of students. (MoE, 2003a, p. 9) 

There are two significant aspects to this passage. Firstly, it projects a positivist orientation to 

understanding knowledge. The positivist approach views reality and the nature of things as something 

which can be studied, captured and understood in the outer world (Asghar, 2013). It assumes that 

definitive conclusions about the nature of reality can be concluded through quantitative research. 

Secondly, the passage implies that the research and references that underpin the ELP 1-4 represent 

the ‘truth of the matter’ and provides all the evidence that is required to make these claims about what 

effective literacy practice is. These features however are problematic when viewed within Foucauldian 

epistemology. Foucault contends that knowledge can only be understood in relation to power (Alcoff, 

2013), therefore the claims that the knowledge presented in this policy text is ‘credible’, ‘consistent’, 

and ‘precise’ misleads the reader into thinking that effective literacy pedagogy and content can be 

implemented in only one way. 

The ‘Introduction’ excerpt (see appendix 1) finds multiple instances of lexical choices that construct an 

authoritative tenor. Firstly, in this passage there are five examples of what Fairclough (1989) 

describes as ‘ideologically contested’ words. Experiential representations of the world are coded in 

vocabulary. The words ‘literacy’, ‘read’, ‘write’, ‘visual language’ and ‘literate people’ are notable 

cases here. All these terms are presented as incontestable realities. There is no attention drawn to 

the fact that all these terms are sites of extensive contestation in relation to their definitions. The 

writers’ decision to present these words as uncontentious can be seen as an attempt to conceal and 

limit readers access to such ideological debate (Scott, 2000). Therefore, readers are more likely to 

absorb the message of the text without question or critical thought. 

This also relates to Scott’s assertion that limited citations and references lead readers to believe that 

the truth of the matter is encapsulated in full within the policy itself. Examples of this are the lack of 

references associated with the statement, “it is well established, through studies and theories of 

language learning, that oral language underpins written language” (sentence 5); and the absence of a 

reference or footnote associated with the term ‘multiliteracies’ (sentence 16). When writers’ obscure 

intertextual links it has the effect of inhibiting readers’ engagement with outside texts, thus reinforcing 

the notion that the information presented in this policy text is irrefutable and the truth of the matter. I 
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suggest that by not citing the term ‘multiliteracies’ the writers of the ELP 1-4 are proactively inhibiting 

readers from engaging in this discourse. 

A textual analysis of the Introduction also illustrates grammatical structuring that impresses upon the 

reader that what is presented in the ELP 1-4 denotes the ‘truth’ about literacy teaching and learning. 

This can be observed through the use of modality, presuppositions, and hedging. Fairclough (1989) 

describes modality as the writers’ authority, both in relation to the authoritative relationship the author 

has with the reader as well as the writers’ authority with respect to epistemological truth.  

Fairclough explains how the use of modal auxiliary verbs contribute to a text’s authority. Given that 

the ELP 1-4 is a national policy document modality is a critical feature for textual analysis. The 

following modal auxiliary words are evident in eight out of the twenty-three sentences of the 

Introduction: 

·     ‘should’—sentence 11 

·     ‘can’—sentence 19, 20 

·     ‘need’—sentence 7, 13, 14, 15, 18 

In sentence 11 the word ‘should’ is used to exert the Ministry of Education’s power over teachers. By 

declaring that teachers must begin instruction in reading and writing, regardless of a child’s 

developmental stage of oral language acquisition and understanding, undermines a teacher’s 

authority to make their own pedagogical decisions in the classroom. The significance of utilising 

modal auxiliary verbs is that it implicitly imposes obligations upon the reader of the text and thus 

restrains a teacher’s ability to act autonomously. I contend that the consequence of inhibiting a 

teacher’s ability to differentiate literacy pedagogy to attend to varying student need, will be that 

learners who begin school with low levels of literate cultural capital will not receive appropriate literacy 

instruction.  

Machin and Mayr explain that presupposition is “one skilful way by which authors are able to imply 

meaning without overtly stating them, or present things taken for granted and stable when in fact they 

may be contestable and ideological” (2012, p. 137). This is also referred to by Fairclough and Wodak 

(1997) as ‘pre-constructed elements’, where certain meanings in a text are assumed as incontestable. 

When this lexical feature is utilised, it can signify deep ideological instability, foregrounding certain 

things whilst silencing others (Machin & Mayr, 2012). 

Three instances of presupposition stood out in the textual analysis of the ELP 1-4. Sentence 15 

describes “changing social and cultural environments”, sentence 16 highlights “increasing numbers of 

communication forms”, and sentence 16 further states that there is “increasing cultural and linguistic 

diversity”. The way these sentences are constructed conceals both the reality and causation of these 

statements. The statements are all presented without explanation, discussion or evidence. The 
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significance of presuppositions in policy texts is that it is deeply ideological and can be used to build 

the basis of a logical argument without being explicit about the nature of certain ideas and knowledge 

(Machin & Mayr, 2012).  

In addition, there are three instances of hedging in this section of the ELP 1-4. Sentence 8 explains 

how children benefit from ‘many and varied’ opportunities to develop their oral language; and 

sentence 9 uses the term ‘plenty’ to describe how much feedback and encouragement is necessary to 

enrich a child’s language. Multiple occurrences of hedging are present in sentence 22, “Some of 

these practices are required and valued inside school, some are required and valued outside school, 

and some are common to many settings, both in and out of school” (emphasis added). The words 

‘many’, ‘plenty’ and ‘some’ are potentially used by the writers to avoid directness or commitment to 

something, whilst at the same time presenting an image of being precise and detailed. The terms are 

additionally utilised to gloss over a lack of concrete evidence. 

Policy documents modality devices extend beyond linguistic analysis to also include multimodal 

constructions of the ‘truth’. Kress and van Leeuwen describe how, “The concept of modality is equally 

essential in accounts of visual communication. Visuals can represent people, places and things as 

though they are real, as though they actually exist in this way” (1996, p. 156). Berman (2009) 

describes how images can be more powerful and persuasive representations of the ‘truth’ given that 

they can provoke subconscious and visceral responses, and by so doing can disguise implicit 

manipulation. Further, Scott (2000) discusses how policy texts are constructed along a visual and 

written continuum designed to persuade the targeted audience of the truth of the text. There are two 

important examples, in ELP 1-4 text, of such diagrammatical representations.  

The first example of this is the honeycomb graphic of ‘The Dimensions of Effective Practice’ (see 

figure 4.2). This graphic has been designed by the authors of the ELP 1-4 to illustrate the key features 

of effective literacy practice. The orange hues of this image correspond with the colour scheme of the 

ELP 1-4 document. The use of the hexagon shape is significant as angular shapes in Western society 

are associated with the mechanical and scientific order where “they form the modules, the building 

blocks with which we construct our world” so that we can understand it fully and rationally (Kress & 

Van Leeuwen, 1996, p. 54). In this way, ‘The Dimensions of Effective Practice’ design projects a 

positivist epistemology of the ‘scientifically-based’ components that contribute to the construction of 

optimal literacy pedagogy. 

The second example in the policies, of a visual device that contributes to the version of truth, is the 

infographic design of ‘A Framework for Literacy Acquisition’ (see figure 4.3). Again, the orange hues 

relate to the colour scheme utilised throughout the policies and signifies its importance to the 

theoretical structuring of this pedagogical approach. The image centres around the hexagon 

‘Engagement in literacy activities’ which is linked to the ‘building blocks’ imagery of ‘The Dimensions 

of Effective Practice’. Encompassing this central hexagon is a bold light orange circle with the words 

‘Learning the code’, ‘Making meaning’, and ‘Thinking critically’. Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) 
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describe how circles in visual images give the perception of something being self-contained and 

complete in themselves, hence the circular image’s significance in this visual design.  

The ‘Framework for Literacy Acquisition’ graphic is also a reconceptualisation of Luke and Freebody’s 

(1999) model of literacy acquisition which actually contains four key components. The significance of 

collapsing these four components into three is that readers’ access to the original theoretical 

framework is limited; and the removal of the ‘text user’ element greatly reduces the power of critical 

literacy in these policy documents. While I will detail this further in question 3, what is crucial to point 

out here is that this visual model manipulates the presentation of the original evidence base without 

any footnotes to indicate that this reconceptualisation has occurred. 

 

Figure 4.3 A Framework for Literacy Acquisition (MoE, 2003a, p. 25) 

 

Question 3: How has the evidence base of the policy text been constructed? 

In this section I consider the research evidence base that underpins the ELP 1-4. Whilst the previous 

questions suggest that the policy documentation attempts to present the evidential base as 
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incontrovertible, this section examines the research to expose the theoretical positions the Ministry of 

Education considers to be the most relevant in directing literacy pedagogy in New Zealand.  

It is important to explore the intertextual links this policy makes with other documents. Fairclough 

(1992b) describes ‘intertextuality’ as the way texts selectively draw upon, and have an 

interrelationship with, other texts. Hence, I begin this section by analysing the authorship of the ELP 

1-4. To do this, I draw on Fairclough’s notion of ‘intertextual chains’ to demonstrate the significance of 

certain contributors to this policy document.  

Next, I review how the ELP 1-4 identifies and references key theories and authors. Scott (2000) 

describes how policies make reference to research and literature in various ways, and he emphasises 

the importance of considering the form these citations take. Scott similarly reflects upon the way that 

a text may eschew citations as a means to suggest that the truth resides wholly within the text. 

Thirdly, I analyse the key theories and frameworks on which this policy is constructed. This includes 

the definitions of ‘literacy’, ‘reading’, ‘writing’, and ‘visual language’; exploring the presented 

framework for literacy acquisition; and understanding how ‘critical thinking’ is conceptualised in the 

ELP 1-4.  

 

Authorship 

I will begin by establishing the significant intertextual links pertaining to this policy document. This 

chain involves three key texts—the Literacy Experts Group Report (1999a), the Report of the Literacy 

Taskforce (1999b), and the ELP 1-4. Given the close interconnectedness of these three texts, 

unpacking the authorship of these texts is pivotal to understanding the construction of the ELP 1-4 

evidence base. The purpose of this is to analyse how the privileging of some authors, at the expense 

of silencing others, significantly impacts upon the way literacy is conceptualised both within the ELP 

1-4 and the wider national literacy strategy context. As Cullen (2007) highlights, some reading 

researchers will be foregrounded in this policy, whilst others will be de-emphasised. 

The first text in this intertextual chain is the Expert Group’s report (1999a). The small group of ten 

academics who produced this report held two distinct perspectives in relation to their approach to 

literacy pedagogy. Smith (2000) (a member of the group) asserts that Dr Hohepa, Dr Limbrick and 

himself, from the University of Auckland, supported existing instructional methods to literacy, whilst Dr 

Tunmer, Dr Chapman and Dr Nicholson advocated for a change in pedagogical approaches. Smith 

suggests that Dr McNaughton represented the ‘neutral’ chairperson of this group, however, as I will 

detail, I posit he largely supported the status quo. At the crux of these differing views was the role of 

overt and systematic instruction of the sounds of language in early literacy acquisition. On a broader 

scale, this involved the debate between a constructivist, whole language approach and that of explicit 
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instruction. Located within a multiliteracies framework, this relates to the balance between Situated 

and Overt Practice. 

As Smith (2000) describes, the outcome of this conflict was a compromise between the two sides. 

The Experts Group recommended that a greater emphasis be placed on explicit instruction in early 

literacy acquisition. They suggested that literacy practice relied too heavily upon a whole language 

approach thus advocating for a more balanced pedagogy. To use the language of the multiliteracies 

framework, the Experts Group sought to promote greater Overt Instruction in a largely Situated 

Practice learning environment. The Experts Group stated that: 

We do not support the view that beginning reading instruction should focus on teaching children 

to rely on sentence context cues as the primary strategy for identifying unfamiliar words in text. 

Rather, greater attention needs to be focussed on the development of word-level skills and 

strategies in beginning reading instruction, including the development of phonological 

awareness. (MoE, 1999a, p. 6) 

And,  

... when a child in English medium instruction comes across an unknown word in text, it is not 

appropriate for that child to rely on the use of language prediction skills, such as using sentence 

context, as the only or main strategy for identifying the unknown word. (MoE, 1999a, p. 10) 

 

Moving forward to the Report of the Literacy Taskforce, all but two members of the Experts Group 

were excluded from this panel. The only two academics to participate in this group were Dr 

McNaughton and Dr Limbrick. The Literacy Taskforce accepted some of the Experts groups 

recommendations whilst rejecting others. The two aforementioned recommendations concerning the 

teaching of word-level skills and strategies were rejected by the Taskforce. The dismissal of these 

recommendations implicitly reinforced the long-standing constructivist approach to literacy pedagogy 

in New Zealand and limited shifts towards adopting more explicit methods of instruction.  

The balance between a whole language approach (Situated Practice) and explicit methods of 

instruction (Overt Practice) requires careful consideration. The New London Group (1996) outlines 

their concerns about having a literacy pedagogy that is too focused on Situated Practice. Firstly, they 

caution that such an approach can result in significant differences in students’ mastery in literacy 

practices, arguing that “some can spend a good deal of time pursuing the ‘wrong leads’” (The New 

London Group, 1996, p. 84). Secondly, they contend that whilst learning to communicate orally is 

supported by our human biology, this does not extend to the learning of reading and writing. This 

argument debunks the assertion that learning to read and write develops naturally, as proffered by 

whole language proponents. Instead, The New London Group asserts, that such learning requires 

explicit, overt instruction. Thirdly, these academics posit that Situated Practice does not necessarily 
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result in students’ conscious awareness of, and control over, what is being learnt. These three points 

are critical when analysing the relevancy of literacy policies for the 21st century as they have 

significant implications when looking to promote effective pedagogical practices for learners to be 

competent text users. 

Looking now to the ELP 1-4, this policy text was authored by Lois Thompson, of Learning Media, and 

was co-constructed by a development team comprising of Dr McNaughton, Sue Douglas, and Alison 

Davis. With a small print note on the inside back cover being the only reference to the creators, the 

authorship of the policy is somewhat obscured. Instead, the policy projects the impression that it has 

been created by the Ministry of Education as a whole, as opposed to a group of individuals. I suggest 

the removal of individual identities contributes to the authoritative power of the policy, and obscures 

the individual agendas and theoretical perspectives of this team. 

Again, McNaughton is a key contributor to this text. McNaughton is the only person to have been 

directly involved in the construction of all three documents representing the intertextual chain. To 

understand the highly significant nature of McNaughton’s influence in the construction of the ELP 1-4 

necessitates a review of his philosophical approach to literacy education. He opposes skilled-based 

teaching of literacy on the basis that to do so would be deficit theorising, pathologising children from 

low socio-economic backgrounds (Tunmer & Chapman, 2015). The significance of steering away from 

systematic, explicit instruction in literacy goes against research evidence that relates to the most 

effective practices. This will be detailed in question 4. 

I now analyse the evidence base of the ELP 1-4. Referencing and citation is relatively limited 

throughout this policy. Footnoting, direction to other texts, and direct excerpts taken from other texts 

are the three main forms of referencing. Through a careful numerical analysis of direct quotations and 

footnote referencing, three key contributors to this policy document emerge—the Ministry of 

Education (including the DoE circa 1989), Dr Stuart McNaughton and Dr Marie Clay (see figure 4.4). 

In addition to this, an analysis of the ELP 1-4 reference list indicates that 105 of 190 (55.3%) are New 

Zealand based. 

 

Ministry of 

Education 
McNaughton, S. Clay, M. All Three 

Footnotes (62) 24 (38.7%) 9 (14.5%) 4 (6.5%) 37 (59.7%) 

Quotes (49) 7 (14.3%) 7 (14.3%) 6 (12.2%) 20 (40.1%) 

Figure 4.4 Key contributors to Effective Literacy Practice Years 1 to 4 (MoE, 2003a) 
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In reviewing the evidence base of the ELP 1-4, there was a notable absence of consideration given to 

other relevant research that was available at the time this text was written. Research on effective 

literacy practice presented by Tunmer and Chapman (i.e., Chapman, Tunmer & Prochnow, 2001; 

Tunmer & Chapman, 2002) is not referenced in this policy. Given the mounting national and 

international research that indicates the critical role of explicit, phonological-based instruction, 

particularly for underachieving students, it appears biased that the authors of the literacy policy 

documents minimise these findings in favour of whole language teaching methods. This is particularly 

pertinent given New Zealand’s national literacy strategy was largely constructed to address the 

disparities in literacy achievement.   

A further example of the Ministry of Education ignoring empirical evidence occurred in 2000 when the 

Education and Science Committee (2001) of New Zealand were charged with leading an inquiry into 

reading instruction. The purpose was to both identify the reasons why such a significant percentage of 

children failed to learn to read effectively, and to provide recommendations about how this could be 

ameliorated. This report recommended some significant changes to Aotearoa’s approach to literacy 

education, including “that the Ministry of Education provide advice and support to schools to 

incorporate successful phonics programmes into the classroom” (Education and Science Committee, 

2001, p. 17), “that all primary teacher-training providers incorporate the teaching of phonetic skills and 

word-level decoding into their programmes” (Education and Science Committee, 2001, p. 27), and 

that “there be a greater emphasis on the benefits of phonics instruction in Literacy Leadership 

materials” (Education and Science Committee, 2001, p. 28). The Government rejected the majority of 

these recommendations, favouring instead the recommendations suggested by the Literacy 

Taskforce. 

 

Definitions 

The definition of ‘literacy’ is at the core of the construction of the ELP 1-4 policy, and thus central to 

the pedagogical approach to literacy nationwide. ‘Literacy’ is first defined in this document on page 13 

(MoE, 2003a) as, “the ability to understand, respond to, and use those forms of written language that 

are required by society and valued by individuals and communities” (sentence 3). This statement 

concerning what ‘literacy’ is, is not further explained, nor does it reference any other definitions of 

literacy. This definition of literacy has been constructed by the writers of this policy. The decision to 

create their own definition of literacy invites certain questions—why did the writers consider it 

necessary to compose their own definition? Were prevalent contemporary understandings of literacy 

considered inadequate? Was this definition contrived to reflect conceptualisations of literacy in 

previous Ministry of Education documents? 

The ELP 1-4 concept of literacy is heavily oriented towards print (Dix, Cawkwell & Locke, 2011) and 

privileges the linguistic system within reading and writing. Limbrick and Aikman (2005) explored this 
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definition in two different ways. Initially they discussed how, given the information-based economies 

and mass-media cultures that were prevalent and expanding during this time, a definition focused on 

the ability to read and write represented a view of literacy that was too narrow and which omitted a 

future focused orientation that would equip students for the future in which they need to participate. 

Further to this, Limbrick and Aikman (2005) also noted a contradiction in the ELPs conceptualisation 

of literacy. Whilst the ELP 1-4 reflects an awareness of multiliteracies (for example the use of the term 

in sentence 16) and new forms of communication (also indicated in sentence 16), the overall 

approach to literacy teaching in this policy does not mirror these sentiments.  

I compare the ELP 1-4 definition of ‘literacy’ to two others that were available at the time the ELP 1-4 

was published. The first example of a definition of literacy is from A pedagogy of multiliteracies: 

Designing social futures (The New London Group, 1996). This definition was written seven years prior 

to the ELP 1-4, and the source was even included in the policy’s reference list. In this reading, a 

demarcation is exhibited between traditional ‘mere literacy’ and that of a more contemporary 

understanding of this concept. The reading details how traditional literacy pedagogy is “centred on 

language only, and usually on a singular national form of language”, whereas a more contemporary 

approach “creates a different kind of pedagogy, one in which language and their modes of meaning 

are dynamic representational resources, constantly being remade by their users as they work to 

achieve their various cultural purposes” (The New London Group, 1996, p. 64). When considering the 

definition in the ELP 1-4, it would appear to reflect a closer alignment with ‘mere literacy’ as it has as 

its main focus the written mode of the national language. 

Another example of a definition of literacy comes from the State of Queensland, three years prior to 

the publication of the ELP 1-4. In 2000 the Queensland Department of Education stated, “Literacy is 

the flexible and sustainable mastery of a repertoire of practices with the texts of traditional and new 

communications technologies via spoken language, print, and multimedia” (2000, in Limbrick & 

Aikman, 2005, p. 12). This concept of literacy differs from the ELP 1-4 definition as it acknowledges 

the evolving role of new communications technologies and multimedia within literacy practice, and the 

‘flexible’ and ‘sustainable’ skills and strategies required to keep pace with such changes. 

The term ‘text’ is not defined until the second half of the ELP 1-4. In a textbox, alongside the main 

body of text, it is stated ‘Text is defined in this book as a piece of connected, meaningful writing. 

Although this book focuses on written forms, texts also exist, and can be created, in oral and visual 

forms’ (italics in original, MoE, 2003a, p. 112). This is a particularly narrow, traditional definition of 

what constitutes text, given it privileges linguistic, written communication. Whilst the second sentence 

does acknowledge that texts ‘can’ also be oral and visual the implicit connotation is that it is a 

subsidiary ‘add-on’ to what ‘text’ is. There is also a contradiction within the ELP 1-4 in relation to the 

definition of ‘text’. In the text excerpt, there is recognition of “increasing numbers of communication 

forms” and “the concept of multiliteracies” (sentence 16), yet this is then negated by such a traditional 

approach to what is considered ‘text’.  
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This definition of ‘text’ can be contrasted with the conceptualisation of the word ‘text’ within the field of 

multiliteracies. Robinson & Robinson state that, “A text is a vehicle through which individuals 

communicate with one another, using the codes and conventions of society” (2008, in Sandretto & 

Tilson, 2014, p. 53). The power in this later definition is that it incorporates multiple modes of 

communicating, including audio, gestural, written, oral, tactile, spatial and visual. 

In the ELP 1-4, the term ‘visual language’ is presented ambiguously, vaguely, and rarely. Using the 

texts index, ‘visual language’ is mentioned on only three occasions in the entire text, all of which are 

in Chapter 2: ‘Knowledge of Literacy Learning’. The first reference to visual language occurs at the 

end of the textual excerpt where it is acknowledged as inherent to reading and writing. It is then stated 

that visual language includes “…the use of symbols and images to convey meaning. For example, 

when students use computers to communicate… they need to be able to interpret the combinations of 

text and images in desktop icons and menus” (sentence 14). This description was then footnoted 

below, referencing Exploring Language (MoE, 1996a) as a resource to find further information about 

visual language and its features. 

The Ministry of Education’s book Exploring Language (1996a), to which the ELP 1-4 refers, was 

published seven years before the publication of the ELP 1-4 document. It is based upon the aims and 

objectives set out in English in the New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 1994). The fact that a full 

explanation of visual language is not addressed in the ELP 1-4, instead referencing another Ministry 

of Education text, suggests that the writers of this policy do not consider visual language to be an 

important element within literacy pedagogy. Also of interest is that the writers of the ELP 1-4, who 

were creating a document that was to define New Zealand literacy pedagogy for the foreseeable 

future, considered this 1996(a) Exploring Language document to be valid, particularly given the rapid 

technological development.  

By closely analysing the terms ‘literacy’, ‘text’ and ‘visual language’, as defined in the ELP 1-4 

document, a traditional approach to literacy education appears to be reflected. What is absent from 

definitions is a recognition of the multiple communication forms made available through new 

technologies and how this impacts upon what is relevant to literacy teaching in the 21st century. 

 

Theories and Frameworks 

The Four Resources Model (Luke & Freebody, 1999) underpins literacy acquisition in the ELP 1-4 

policy. This model is an approach to reading that focuses on four, intertwined ‘roles’ required by 

competent readers. The model incorporates: the ‘code breaker’ referring to the practices readers use 

to break the code and system of multiliterate texts; the ‘meaning maker’ relating to comprehension of 

the text; the ‘text user’ involving the practices of using and constructing texts across a wide range of 

contexts; and the ‘text analyst’ considers how texts are never neutral and looks into the practices of 
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analysing text (Sandretto & Tilson, 2014). However, only three of these roles were included in the 

ELP 1-4 document—the ‘text user’ being removed without any explanation. In response to this 

omission, Sandretto and Tilson (2014, p. 53) describe how, “the text-user role is the most complex of 

the four resources… A focus on the text-user role supports students to engage meta-cognitively and 

articulate how texts work and how they choose to use texts”. The writers reconceptualisation of the 

Four Resource Model is presented in the ELP 1-4 document as well as represented in a 

diagrammatical form (see figure 4.3).  

Further to this, I suggest that the writers of the ELP documents actively sought to eschew readers 

access to the original model. Firstly, the reference in the footnote omits the wording ‘four resources 

model’, instead stating, “The three aspects of literacy acquisition described above are based on the 

model described by Luke and Freebody (1999)” (MoE, 2003a, p. 24). Secondly, the name of the 

‘roles’ have changed (see figure 4.5). I suggest that this has been done in an attempt to further 

disassociate the ELP 1-4 version of literacy acquisition from that of the original. 

The Four Resource Model Literacy Acquisition in the ELP 1-4 

Code breaker Learning the code 

Meaning maker Making meaning 

Text user (Absent) 

Text analyst Thinking critically 

Figure 4.5 Four Resource Model (Luke & Freebody, 1999) and Literacy Acquisition Model (MoE, 

2003a) 

 

Also, to draw again on Fairclough’s (1989) use of linguistic critique, I observe a shifting in grammatical 

structure here between the original wording and that in the ELP 1-4. Luke and Freebody (1999) chose 

nouns to describe the different roles of literacy acquisition which position students as active 

participants in their engagement with texts. By contrast, the ELP 1-4 chose to use verbs which has 

the implicit consequence of removing a student’s agency and autonomy in relation to what they are 

reading (see figure 4.5). In comparing the grammatical structuring of these terms, I posit that the 

original wording of Luke and Freebody (1999) is more powerful in promoting 21st century learner 

dispositions of student agency and autonomy than the weaker terms used in the ELP 1-4.  
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The use of Luke and Freebody’s (1999) model in the ELP 1-4 policy also draws attention to the 

concepts of ‘critical literacy’ and ‘thinking critically’. Whilst occasionally used synonymously in 

literature, these two differ fundamentally. Mulcahy asserts that, “From a pedagogical perspective, 

critical literacy is a philosophy that recognizes the connections between power, knowledge, language, 

and ideology, and recognizes the inequalities and injustices surrounding us in order to move toward 

transformative action and social justice” (2008, p. 16). Knobel and Healy (1998) further support this 

statement by detailing how critical literacy is about analysing and critiquing relationships between 

social practice, social groups and power. Similarly, Locke (2011, in Sandretto & Klenner, 2011, p. xii) 

describes how, “Critical literacy has a twofold purpose: 1. to enable text consumers to be savvy in 

their engagement; and 2. to appreciate the potential social effects of their subscribing to a particular 

viewpoint (or discourse)”.   

In the ELP 1-4 (p. 24) under the heading ‘thinking critically’ it states that, “Becoming literate involves 

reading and writing beyond a literal, factual level. It involves analysing meanings, responding critically 

to text when reading, and being critically aware when composing texts. It also involves responding to 

texts at a personal level, reflecting on them, and finding reward in being a reader and a writer”. Later 

in this policy text the writers consider the role of ‘thinking critically’ in the practice of guided reading. 

During this instruction, the policy recommends that teachers, “model ways of responding critically to 

text (for example, by using questions or thought-provoking comments)” (MoE, 2003a, p. 99).  

Locke (2011, in Sandretto & Klenner, 2011) suggests that the ELP 1-4 text does not in any marked 

way demonstrate a shift from the individual and cognitive view of ‘critical’ towards a socio-cultural 

perspective. Evidence of this can be found in the following three ways. Firstly, the writer's’ choice to 

rename Luke and Freebody’s Four Resources Model term ‘text analyst’ as ‘thinking critically’. Whilst 

the term ‘text analyst’ implies a critical literacy approach given its position within a critical pedagogical 

framework, the replacement ‘thinking critically’ signifies a shift towards the concept of an unbiased 

thinking skill, akin to that found in Bloom’s Taxonomy (Sandretto & Tilson, 2014). As Mulcahy (2008) 

clarifies, the term ‘thinking critically’ relates to the skills of being analytic, evaluative, and thinking 

creatively. The examples above from the ELP 1-4 are representative of these skills. What is absent 

from this approach are the concepts of power and social equity that are promoted in the original 

meaning of ‘critical’. 

 

Question 4: What are the ideological underpinnings of the text and are these consistently 
deployed throughout the report? 

In this section, I address the ELP 1-4’s core ideological underpinning—the whole language approach 

to literacy instruction. Scott describes how, “Educational texts always make assumptions about key 

educational issues”, and that by critically analysing these concealed and overt underpinnings means 

teachers “are not imprisoned within the textual framing of the document which is confronting them” 
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(2000, p. 9). I briefly describe the whole language approach to literacy and its connections to the New 

Zealand context; provide evidence of how this pedagogy is projected in the ELP 1-4; then draw on 

research that refutes the assumption that whole language is the most effective practice. Next, I 

consider how the promotion of a whole language approach inherently contradicts the intention of the 

ELP 1-4 policy, that of achieving equitable outcomes for all learners, particularly Māori, Pasifika, and 

students from low-socio economic backgrounds. If literacy policy and practice is to be relevant for the 

21st century it needs to ensure that pedagogical approaches are not only beneficial for all learners but 

also that it is based upon research evidence.  

 

The Whole Language Approach 

The whole language approach is a philosophy and method for teaching reading and writing where the 

syntactic, semantic and pragmatic aspects of language are strongly emphasised. This approach was 

rooted in the child development theories of psychologists Piaget, Vygotsky and Goodman. Laney 

defines the whole language approach as: 

an instructional philosophy on teaching reading and writing. It is based on three constructivist 

assumptions: (1) learning cannot be separated from its context, (2) each learner’s purpose for 

learning is integral to what is learned, and (3) knowledge gained by each learner is socially 

constructed through negotiation, evaluation, or transformation. (2011, p.1565) 

The constructivist approach, which emerged in New Zealand in the 1980s (Tunmer & Chapman, 

2015), is based upon the assumption that learning to read essentially develops ‘naturally’ as does 

learning to speak. This approach views literacy learning as largely a by-product of active mental 

engagement in social and cultural literate activities, with little input from explicit, systematic instruction 

of word-level skills and strategies. This approach is incongruent with the pedagogy espoused by The 

New London Group (1996) as they posit that learning literacy requires explicit, overt instruction as 

opposed to it being something that develops naturally. 

Learning to Read in New Zealand (1994) by Smith and Elley captured the whole language approach 

to literacy in Aotearoa. They stated that “children learn to read themselves; direct teaching plays only 

a minor role” (p. 87); that teaching beginning readers orthographic patterns “is a difficult, unnecessary 

and largely fruitless activity, creating distorted ideas about the nature and purpose of reading” (p. 

143); and that students “learn to read with minimal input from the text, predicting and confirming and 

making sense as they go” (p. 142). This is reinforced in Sound Sense: Phonics and Phonological 

Awareness, where it is stated that, ‘‘children are more likely to make connections between phonics 

and their reading and writing of texts if they are engaged and involved in making discoveries for 

themselves’’ (MoE, 2003b, p. 7). This approach to literacy instruction is also reinforced by Keith, 

McNaughton & MacDonald’s (2002) research project concerning professional development in literacy 
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instruction for early childhood and new entrants’ teachers in a Decile 1 school. They summarised that 

alphabetic coding should only be developed incidentally during ‘real’ reading contexts in response to 

students’ reading errors. 

This approach was underpinned by Marie Clay’s theory that minimal word-level information is used to 

predict unknown words. Clay proffered that: 

In efficient rapid word perception, the reader relies mostly on the sentence and its meaning and 

some selected features of the forms of words. Awareness of the sentence context (and often 

the general context of the text as a whole) and a glance at the word enables the reader to 

respond instantly. (1991, p. 8) 

This approach is underpinned by the “multiple cues” theory of reading whereby students draw on an 

order of cues to predict unfamiliar words—starting with predicting based on meaning. The multiple 

cues pedagogy also discourages the teaching of explicit word-level skills and strategies. This 

research inquiry identifies the promotion of the multiple cues theory of reading as problematic for two 

reasons. Firstly, it represents a pedagogy too heavily centred upon the Situated Practice approach, 

thus precluding the significance of Overt Instruction. Secondly, it has limited effectiveness for our 

most vulnerable learners—this argument is documented below in the section ‘Social Inequities in the 

Whole Language Approach’. 

The whole language approach is evident in the ELP 1-4. To begin with, this policy describes how ‘the 

socialisation model’ is one of three concepts that underpins the theoretical basis of effective literacy 

development and practice. It is stated that, “The socialisation model of literacy learning is built on the 

idea that the child constructs meaning within social settings. Social and cultural practices in fact 

shape all learning” (MoE, 2003a, p. 20). This statement reflects the philosophical underpinnings of the 

whole language approach. 

The next example of the whole language, constructivist pedagogy in the ELP 1-4 relates to the 

‘processing strategies’. The ELP 1-4 states that, “the term processing strategies is consistently used 

to describe the in-the-head ways by which readers make use of the sources of information in the text” 

(MoE, 2003a, p. 38).  

In addition to this, the ELP 1-4 asserts that, “Reading can be thought of as a constantly repeated 

process of attending and searching, predicting, cross-checking, and confirming or self-correcting” 

(MoE, 2003a, p. 39). These strategies reflect the multiple cues theory of reading, Clay’s Reading 

Recovery whole language pedagogy, and highlights the avoidance of using word level analysis to 

decode unfamiliar words. 

Thirdly, the area of phonics is described sparingly in the ELP 1-4. On one hand, the Taskforce 

asserted that: 
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There is sound research that indicates that children should not rely on context as the primary or 

only strategy for working out unknown words but should develop the use of word-level skills 

and strategies. For some struggling readers, teachers may need to place a stronger emphasis 

on the development of word-level skills and strategies than for those children who quickly 

develop alphabetic awareness and are able to use language prediction skills such as context 

much more readily. (1999b, p. 9) 

Despite this recognition of the value of phonics however, the ELP 1-4 provides very little information 

to support teachers to develop these word-level skills and strategies—in fact, only six pages of the 

total 200 relate to phonics. Four of these six pages are concerned with the knowledge of names and 

sounds of the alphabet, and two of these six pages are in relation to ‘approximation in spelling’. In 

these pages ‘phonological knowledge’ is referenced only once (MoE, 2003a, p. 32), and there is no 

explanation or definition as to what this means. I suggest this lack of information concerning the 

importance of phonological knowledge and awareness is reinforcement of the ELP 1-4s promotion of 

the whole language approach, and ignores the research and recommendations presented by the 

Experts Group, in particular Tunmer, Chapman and Nicholson. The ramification of this is that teachers 

are not being directly provided with the necessary information or guidance to implement targeted, 

differentiated instruction based upon student need. This is particularly relevant to addressing the 

needs of students who begin school with low levels of literate cultural capital. 

While the whole language approach is consistently deployed throughout the ELP 1-4, its effectiveness 

in relation to literacy research is debatable. Tunmer et al. draw attention to how, “The scientific 

community has firmly rejected the constructivist/multiple cues model of reading” (2013, p. iv). Tunmer 

& Chapman claim that “the issue with a predominantly whole language approach is the emphasis 

placed on meaning and context, which occurs at the expense of thorough and isolated instruction in 

essential phonological skills” (2003, in Senior, 2013, p. 38). Below I draw on studies which debunk the 

idea that whole language is the most effective literacy practice; I assert that using this method actually 

encourages readers to use ineffective reading strategies; and lastly that ultimately it exacerbates the 

literacy outcome gap, particularly as it relates to social inequities. 

The first argument against a whole language approach to literacy instruction relates to the constrained 

skills theory (Paris, 2005). This conceptualisation of reading development identifies two types of skills, 

‘constrained’ and ‘unconstrained’, which exist along a continuum. Constrained skills represent a 

repertoire of finite knowledge and skills which children master over a short period of time. These 

include letter knowledge, concepts about print, phonics, phonemic awareness and oral reading 

fluency. Such skills need to be taught to the point of automaticity to allow cognitive resources to focus 

on the higher-level, unconstrained skills. At the other end of the continuum are the ‘unconstrained’ 

skills which include comprehension and vocabulary development. Stahl describes how these skills 

“are not bound to such finite limits and structures; they typically call for cognitive flexibility, critical 

analysis, and contextual variation” (2011, p. 55). Unconstrained skills are never completely mastered 

as we continually develop word knowledge over our lifetime.  



 59 

I posit that achieving a balanced approach to reading instruction requires navigation along this 

continuum. Whilst too much of a focus on constrained skills in classroom practice can be 

counterproductive to long-term development of reading competency (Stahl, 2011), not enough 

attention to constrained skills in early reading acquisition can also inhibit progress. Tunmer and 

Nicholson (2011) indicated that beginner readers must acquire the ability to translate letters, and letter 

patterns, into phonological form. This was similarly reinforced by Ehri (2005) who proffered that there 

were four stages to learning to read words—pre-alphabetic, partial-alphabetic, full-alphabetic and 

consolidated-alphabetic. Ehri theorised that students progressed through these stages as they 

journeyed towards becoming fluent readers. Furthering this, Paris articulated that beginning readers 

“need to be instructed on those skills early and persistently by teachers and parents. Constrained 

skills must be mastered” (2005, p. 1999). Finally, Pressley wrote that “the scientific evidence is simply 

overwhelming that letter-sound cues are more important in recognizing words… than either semantic 

or syntactic cues” (2006, p. 21).   

In addition to the importance of teaching constrained skills in early literacy acquisition, is the need to 

develop these skills systematically and in isolation, not just in a reading context and as the need 

arises. Ryder, Tunmer & Greaney (2008) demonstrated this need in their study into explicit instruction 

of phonemic awareness and decoding skills as an intervention for struggling readers in whole 

language classrooms. The study results indicated that struggling readers made greater gains through 

isolated phonological and phonemic decoding instruction than a whole language approach. These 

researchers suggest that advantages of being provided with explicit, systematic instruction in word 

identification strategies and orthographic patterns outside the context of reading connected text 

relates to four factors. Firstly, the deliberate teaching of word analysis skills in isolation allows 

students to attend fully to letter-sound patterns; secondly, a students’ ability in identifying unfamiliar 

words across many types of texts is strengthened; thirdly, word-level skill instruction supports learners 

to avoid ineffective word identification strategies such as sentence context cues and picture cues; and 

lastly, it emphasises for students the need to focus on word-level cues as the most useful source of 

information when attempting unknown words. 

Further to the above arguments, the focusing on contextual cues for decoding unfamiliar words 

reinforces ineffective reading strategies. Pressley stated that “teaching children to decode by giving 

primacy to semantic-contextual and syntactic-contextual cues over graphemic-phonemic cues is 

equivalent to teaching them to read the way weak readers read!” (2006, p. 164). In 1986 Stanovich 

documented mounting evidence indicating phonological awareness is the primary mechanism that 

enables early reading success, and that struggling readers demonstrate a significant tendency to rely 

on sentence context cues to compensate for a lack of alphabetic coding skills. Phillips, Clancy-

Menchetti & Lonigan (2008) supported this position. They describe how the majority of students who 

have difficulties learning to read exhibit a core deficit in phonological awareness and associated 

processing skills. 
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The minimal level of systematic, constrained skills development which is captured in the whole 

language approach is particularly troublesome at school entry. Ehri (2005) identifies how struggling 

readers can often start school operating at a pre-alphabetic and partial-alphabetic phase which 

means they have very limited phonemic awareness and alphabetic coding skills. Tunmer et.al (2013) 

discuss how these students, without supplementary instruction in phonological awareness, are forced 

to rely on using the ineffective contextual guessing word identification strategy. They further this by 

claiming that this can trigger negative Matthew Effects through reading avoidance, withdrawal from 

literacy practise, low expectations of success, and reduced attention in the classroom. There appears 

to be a concerning lack of attention in the ELP 1-4 to addressing the instructional need of students 

who are pre-alphabetic or partial-alphabetic.  

 

Social Inequities in the Whole Language Approach 

I suggest the implicit promotion of a whole language approach to literacy in the ELP 1-4 document 

inherently conflicts with the policies’ intention to reduce inequitable literacy achievement. The ELP 1-4 

states that: 

The patterns have been well documented: Māori children, Pasifika children, children whose 

home language is not English, and children in low-decile schools achieve, on average, at a 

lower level than other children… This book discusses the features of effective practice that help 

to reduce these disparities. (MoE, 2003a, p. 10) 

Given this focus on equitable outcomes, it would be reasonable to assume that this policy would 

promote an evidence-based literacy approach that addressed this need. However, this does not 

appear to be the case. 

Firstly, Phillips, Clancy-Menchetti & Lonigan assert that, “most children who have difficulties learning 

to read have a core deficit in phonological awareness and related processing skills”, and that, “a 

problem in performing and applying phonological awareness capabilities is at the heart of most 

children’s reading problems” (2008, p. 1). The lack of attention paid by the writers of the ELP 1-4 to 

the role of phonological awareness suggests they do not consider this to be a crucial part of students’ 

literacy learning. Despite claims that the ELP 1-4 has in part been constructed to address disparities 

in student achievement in literacy, the policy fails to recognise that most children from low-

socioeconomic families begin school with lower levels of phonological awareness than their more 

affluent peers (Phillips, Clancy-Menchetti, & Lonigan, 2008). The implication of this is that the ELP 1-4 

literacy approach fails to meet the needs of our lowest performing students. 

Secondly, further analysis of the ELP 1-4’s approach to phonological knowledge and awareness, in 

conjunction with the ‘starting point’ of the policy’s model of literacy acquisition, indicates the implicit 

intentions of the policy. This is in relation to which children the text is designed for and those who will 
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benefit most from this pedagogy. The ELP 1-4 states that, “Teachers have a crucial role in teaching 

children how to draw on phonological knowledge, which is essential for decoding and encoding” 

(MoE, 2003a, p. 32). Though this quote endorses the development of phonological knowledge, it is 

the singular instance in the entire text where the term “phonological knowledge” is used or discussed. 

Whilst the ELP 1-4 does cite Ready to Read Teacher Support Material: Sound Sense: Phonics and 

Phonological Awareness (MoE, 2003b), it is puzzling as to why it should be marginalised to such an 

extent that it could not be included within this text, especially given it is so pivotal in literacy 

achievement for our lowest-performing students. 

Instead of focusing on phonological awareness and knowledge skills as a starting point for five-year-

olds entering school, the policy states that, “Many children come to school already knowing the 

sounds commonly associated with some letters” (MoE, 2003a, p. 32), and that, “By the time children 

enter… [school, they have generally] gained oral language structures” (italics and square brackets as 

in text, MoE, 2003a, p. 35). This model of literacy attends to the needs of students who likely come 

from backgrounds with higher literate cultural capital (Prochnow, Tunmer & Greaney, in Tunmer and 

Chapman, 2015). Therefore, students from low-socioeconomic homes and communities with lower 

literate cultural capital are disadvantaged from the very beginning of their literacy education.  

Secondly, concerned that teachers “may not always select appropriate strategies, particularly when 

working with struggling readers” (MoE, 1999b, p. 9) the Literacy Taskforce recommended that 

teachers draw on Ministry provided resources to incorporate alternative literacy methods to support 

those students who are underachieving, and that a statement of best practice be created to detail a 

‘wide range of strategies’. However, I have concerns about both of these points. Firstly, the Ministry of 

Education provided resources, such as the Ready to Read Teacher Support Materials, provide little 

guidance to literacy instruction outside of Situated Practice. Additionally, I suggest that the ELP 1-4 

implicitly projects a largely whole language approach to early literacy acquisition given the scarcity of 

advice on how to incorporate more explicit, systematic instruction into classroom programs.  

In summary, while an explicitly stated intention of the ELP 1-4 policy is the reduction of educational 

disparities in achievement, the endorsed model of literacy learning implicitly contradicts these claims 

and inherently disadvantages New Zealand’s most vulnerable learners. As Tunmer et al. conclude: 

To reduce the unacceptably large gap in literacy achievement in New Zealand, classroom 

literacy instruction will need to change to reduce the influence of differences in literate cultural 

capital at school entry on future reading achievement. The most effective strategy for reducing 

the literacy achievement gap is to use differentiated instruction from the outset of formal 

schooling that takes into account interactions between school entry reading-related skills (high 

vs. low literate cultural capital) and method of teaching reading (constructivist vs. explicit 

approaches). (2013, p. viii) 
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Question 5: How does the policy text seek to position the reader or practitioner in relation to 
the policy agenda being argued for? 

Policy texts are designed with specific audiences in mind, and construct and reinforce relationships 

between policy producers, educators, and students. Scott (2000) discusses the idea that these texts 

position teachers within powerful discourses which seek to restrict their ability to think and act in 

alternative, autonomous ways. I begin this section by relating the ELP 1-4 to Scott’s continua for 

reading policy texts. Then I analyse how teachers and students are discursively constructed in the 

ELP 1-4 in relation to each other and in relation to the policy agenda.  

Scott (2000) cautions the need to be aware that a document’s construction may marginalise and 

obscure educational debates and instead direct the reader’s sole attention towards the 

implementation of a prescribed pedagogical model. Using his taxonomy, the ELP 1-4 document can 

be described as presenting a narrow focus to policy as it attends to the micro-political issue of literacy 

teaching practice within the classroom context. Given the rapid changes in technology and lifeworlds 

facing today’s society, teachers are required to have a wide understanding of their working social 

contexts to ensure their pedagogical approaches and literacy teaching practices are relevant for the 

21st century. 

The first interface I consider is the text to teacher relationship. Firstly, I posit that the Ministry of 

Education positions teachers as ‘technicians’ who have limited ability to engage with educational, 

academic discourse. Evidence of this is the ‘textbook’ format of the ELP 1-4 policy document which 

suggests that the readers of this document, qualified teachers, have a relatively low level of 

educational knowledge and pedagogy. The ELP 1-4 is reminiscent of a ‘how to’ manual for teaching 

literacy, which constructs the dynamic that teachers are mere technicians implementing policy 

directives, as opposed to educated practitioners who have the capacity to engage with educational 

theories and discussions. This is also evidenced through the presentation of only one approach to 

literacy education. Readers of this text are not privy to academic discussions surrounding educational 

discourse, but offered a positivist summary of the ‘truth’. I suggest that the ELP 1-4 interacts with the 

reader more on the level of a student teacher, rather than that of a qualified teacher.  

The second text to teacher relationship construct relates to Apple’s (1999) notion of the discourse of 

blame. In Chapter 2 of the ELP 1-4 it is stated that: 

There are many social, economic, and cultural forces that together contribute to other factors 

(such as transience) that affect students’ learning and influence the nature and scope of their 

opportunities and experiences both in and out of school. The challenge for teachers is to accept 

responsibility in the face of such realities and commit themselves to realising the best outcomes 

for all their students. (MoE, 2003a, p. 11) 
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This extract instructs teachers to assume responsibility for mitigating circumstances, beyond their 

control, which impede student progress. For teachers, this is an impossible feat, but for political 

governance this provides the opportunity to continually attribute blame to an ‘inadequate’ education 

system and ultimately prescribe solutions to the failing industry that further permits redirection of 

finances towards neoliberal agendas. 

This attribution of blame is furthered through the ELP 1-4’s use of the pronoun ‘we’ which occurs in 

sentence 18 of the text analysis, “We need a broader view of literacy now more than ever”. There is 

ambiguity surrounding who is included in the pronoun ‘we’. When seeking a broader view of literacy, 

the onus could reside with the Ministry of Education, teachers, community as a whole, or a shared 

responsibility among all stakeholders. When analysing the sentence in isolation delegation to 

ensure a future focus in literacy appears unattributed. However, viewed within the extract as a whole 

where actions of teachers are acutely focused upon, the obligation seems to be more directed at 

teachers. 

Furthering the argument, that the Ministry of Education’s ELP 1-4 policy attempts to distance itself 

from connecting educational outcomes to inequitable access to resources within society, is the 

decision to minimise the issue of underachievement through the texts linguistic choices. An example 

of this is evidenced in sentence 11, “However, instruction in reading and writing should not “wait” until 

a child has a strong oral language base”. Given the singular use of the term ‘child’, the ELP 1-4 

linguistically and implicitly suggests that the proportion of students who may begin school without a 

‘strong’ oral language base is slight. There is a conflict here between the policy text acknowledging 

growing linguistic diversity on the one-hand, and on the other, the consequential impact this has on 

specific learning needs in literacy and potential for student progress. Furthermore, the singular form of 

‘child’ represents the idea that very few children will fall into this cohort despite increasing 

multiculturalism, the inclusion of children with special needs in mainstream schools since the Special 

Education 2000 policy (MoE, 1996b), and a widening socioeconomic disparity. 

The next relationship construction to consider is how the ELP 1-4 captures the interactions between 

the teacher and student. I suggest that the ELP 1-4 assumes a traditional approach to education 

where the teacher is viewed as the font of all knowledge and students are conceptualised as empty 

vessels awaiting knowledge and guidance. I begin by considering how this relationship is represented 

visually throughout the text.  

The images suggest a teacher focused pedagogy where the student is secondary to the process of 

teaching and learning. Firstly, this can be seen in photographs of learning situations where the 

students’ bodies, attention and gaze is focused solely on the teacher (see figures 4.6 and 4.7).  
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Figure 4.6 Teacher focused pedagogy (MoE, 2003a, p. 87) 

 

Figure 4.7 Teacher focused pedagogy (MoE, 2003a, p.8) 

 

Secondly, the images capturing the ‘hands up’ strategy, suggest that students are only permitted to 

speak when the teacher allows it (see figures 4.8 and 4.9). Through this model the teacher holds the 

power, deciding who, when and how students voice their ideas. In figures 4.8 and 4.9, the teachers 

are seen to be dominating and controlling the literacy practices. Whilst I do not suggest that the 

teaching strategy of teachers leading whole class discussions and modelling new reading and writing 

learning intentions should not happen, what I am drawing attention to is how this pedagogical 

approach dominates the visual representations of teaching and learning in the ELP 1-4. This dynamic 

is captured visually multiple times throughout the text (for example, p. 11, 89, 95, 133). Further 

reinforcing this point, is the absence of visual images representing students as the active participant 

in the teaching and learning process.  
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Figure 4.8 Hands-up strategy (MoE, 2003a, p. 92) 

 

Figure 4.9 Hand-up strategy (MoE, 2003a, p. 28) 

An analysis of the images in the ELP 1-4 also captures individual student-teacher conferences where 

the teacher is often depicted standing over the child, speaking and pointing to different aspects of a 

student’s work while the child listens passively. This visual representation, of students as passive 

subjects in the teaching and learning relationship with teachers, is reinforced through linguistics. A 

linguistic analysis of the ELP 1-4 attests to the claim there is a downward transmission of literacy 

knowledge. Fairclough (1989, p 120) articulates that, “When one wishes to represent textually some 

real or imaginary action, event, state of affairs or relationship, there is often a choice between different 

grammatical process and participant types, and the selection that is made can be ideologically 

significant.” He identifies three main types of sentence processes: actions, events, and attributions. 

Sentences 9, 11, 19 and 20 presented in the text analysis of the ELP 1-4 are action sentences where 

two participants are involved, an agent and a patient, and the agent acts upon the patient in some 

way (Fairclough, 1989). Teachers, the ‘agents’, are seen as acting upon students, the ‘patients’. This 

can be seen in sentence 19, “The challenge for teachers is to increase students’ control over and 

awareness of the ways in which the many communication forms can be used”; and sentence 11, 

“...instruction in reading and writing should not “wait” until a child has a strong oral language base.” In 

both these examples the teacher is framed as the one directing and taking action. This can be seen to 

be making implicit connections with traditional approaches to literacy that situate teachers as the ‘font 

of all knowledge’. It also positions children as passive receptacles of knowledge—blank slates ready 

to be written upon, as well as diminishing students' agency in actively leading the direction of their 

own learning. 
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Thirdly, despite children’s close proximity to each other, there appears very little student-to-student 

interaction (see figures 4.10 and 4.11). Children are either seated next to each other on the shared 

mat, where discussions are facilitated and mediated by a teacher, or at student tables or desks with 

their heads down focusing on their individual reading or writing book. There appears to be very little 

collaborative student work. 

       

Figure 4.10 Minimal collaboration between students (MoE, 2003a, p. 109)  

 

Figure 4.11 Minimal collaboration between students (MoE, 2003a, p. 39) 

 

The visual analysis of the student-teacher relationships in ELP 1-4 appears to represent a more 

traditional pedagogical approach than one designed to meet the needs of students in the 21st century. 

The ACDE (2001) posit that, for students to be effective learners in 21st century educational 

environments, they must be self-directed, autonomous, and collaborative. This construction of 

student-teacher relationships is not reflected in the images of the ELP 1-4. 

 

Question 6: Is the policy agenda being argued for relevant and useful for the practitioner? 

In addition to the representation of relationship structure, a critical analysis of the ELP 1-4 images is 

also significant in visually capturing how the Ministry of Education conceptualises the role of 

technology in literacy learning. In this entire policy document, there is only one photo of students 

using a computer (see figure 4.12). A lack of images capturing students use of technology suggests 

that the Ministry of Education does not consider technology use necessary or relevant to effective 
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practice in literacy. Whilst it could be argued that this was representative of technology use in primary 

schools in 2003, it certainly is not reflective of technology integration present in classrooms today, 

making this aspect of the ELP 1-4 irrelevant to current teaching and learning.  

 

Figure 4.12 Students using a computer (MoE, 2003a, p. 115) 

 

I now reflect upon the relevancy and use of the ELP 1-4 policy document for the 21st century at 

various points throughout my education journey—as a student teacher, a registered teacher, a 

Literacy Leader within my kura, and as a Mentor Teacher for a Provisionally Certified Teacher. In 

2011, I attained my Graduate Teacher Diploma (Primary) from the University of Auckland. During this 

study, the two ELP texts were compulsory for the literacy papers—these were the only required texts 

for this course. These books were presented as the incontestable foundational basis for literacy 

teaching in New Zealand and were held up as capturing exemplary practice on which to base our 

teaching practice. In retrospect, I feel the Effective Literacy Practice books limited and narrowed my 

understanding of literacy pedagogy, as well as inhibiting critical reflection on the theoretical and 

ideological underpinnings of its approach. As a student teacher, my reading of the texts led me to 

believe the contents were irrefutable, based on extensive academic research, and outlined the only 

possible way to teach literacy. Had I not continued with higher education this would likely have been 

the extent of my knowledge. 

My years of classroom teaching since graduating have been in Years 0 to 3. As a teacher of students 

in the formative years of literacy I have struggled to adhere to the pedagogical approaches of the ELP 

1-4. In my personal practice, structuring literacy programmes in accordance with the ELP 1-4 policy 

whole language premise, has proved insufficient. In my experience students who failed to meet 

National Standards demonstrated poor phonological and phonemic awareness, limited analytical 

transference, and limited decoding skills and strategies. To address this failure, I developed a literacy 

program that incorporated explicit, systematic teaching of constrained, decoding skills (both in 
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isolation and in reading connected text). This has not been without challenges. For example, given 

the Ministry of Education’s (and Department of Education’s) long-standing commitment to whole 

language, there are limited New Zealand-based resources to support a more explicit, skills-based 

program. As such I, along within many other teachers, have adapted programs from overseas to 

address these needs, such as Jolly Phonics, Barbara Brann, and PM reading material from Nelson 

Publishers.  

Another challenge to the relevancy and usefulness of ELP 1-4 in my teaching practice has been in 

relation to future focused pedagogy and 21st century learning. At my current school, one of our 

strategic goals is to, ‘Broaden and accelerate the implementation of innovative learning practice’, a 

direction that mirrors a growing trend within education discourse, both nationally and internationally. 

Over recent years our school has invested heavily in professional development focussed on modern 

learning practice, with student agency being a core principle. As we forge ahead with 

reconceptualising education in the lifeworlds in which we find ourselves, the pedagogical tenets of the 

ELP 1-4 appear outdated and insufficient. Particular shortcomings of the ELP 1-4 include a lack of 

integration of information and communication technologies; a predominantly teacher directed 

classroom program, with little student agency; and limited student-to-student learning and 

collaboration. 

Within my current school I also hold the position of Literacy Leader. This role requires data analysis of 

our students’ achievement towards reading and writing National Standards; leading evidence-based 

inquiries into strategies to support our underachieving students; providing professional development 

for staff and Provisionally Certified Teachers; and guiding innovative learning practice as it relates to 

literacy. The ELP texts have provided minimal support in achieving these goals. Akin to the research 

presented in this thesis, the inquiries I have undertaken to support underachieving students in reading 

and writing have suggested that the pedagogical approach of the ELP 1-4 does not adequately 

address the needs of these students. In response to these findings I have had to look further afield to 

identify possible supports. To date these have included implementing the Steps Web program (Lugg, 

2017) to support student development of phonological skills and knowledge; ongoing, long-term 

professional development guidance from Louise Dempsey to advance teaching and learning in 

literacy; the developments of a set of literacy learning progressions that identify explicit phonological 

skills and decoding learning outcomes, as well as incorporating learning intentions for the ‘new 

basics’. 

 

Question 7: What are the implicit intentions of the writers of the policy text? 

A close reading of the ELP 1-4 also reveals some implicit intentions of the writers. I deduce two 

important implicit intentions in this policy text. Firstly, it seeks to reaffirm New Zealand’s long-standing 

whole language approach whilst simultaneously rejecting academic research that suggests this 
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approach may not be the most effective; and secondly, it seeks to minimise the impact social welfare 

conditions have on achieving equitable literacy outcomes. I address these two intentions below, and 

discuss them in relation to the following five questions in this chapter. 

The ELP 1-4 implicitly reaffirms New Zealand’s longstanding constructivist, whole language 

orientation to literacy pedagogy. Support for this view can be found in the interrelationships between 

the Literacy Experts Group, the Literacy Taskforce, and the Education and Science Committee; the 

rejection of key research studies that promoted a stronger focus on explicit, systematic instruction; 

and in the content of the text itself. I present evidence to support this claim that the ELP 1-4 implicitly 

promotes a whole language pedagogy in Question 3.  

I also posit that the ELP 1-4 implicitly seeks to minimise the impact social factors have on literacy 

failure, and therefore contributes to Apple’s (1999) ‘export of blame’ concept. Whilst I explore how this 

idea contributes to the construction of teacher identities in relation to the policy text in Question 5, 

here I analyse how the minimisation of social factors in the ELP 1-4 works on a larger scale.  

Given that the national literacy strategy was largely prompted in response to the long-tail of 

underachievement, it may be reasonable to expect that this issue would be addressed in the policy 

text designed to ameliorate the wide disparities in student outcomes. This is not the case. Little 

mention is made in the ELP 1-4 concerning this driver of policy, or to the social factors impacting 

these results. 

Furthermore, when the achievement gap is referred to, the extent of the issue is minimised and social 

factors outside of education that affect student performance is largely disregarded at the expense of 

attributing blame to teachers. For example, it is stated in the ELP 1-4 that, “It is now very clear that 

effective teaching is the single largest system influence on the achievement of all students” (MoE, 

2003a, p. 6), and that “The results of both international and local studies focus attention on educators’ 

responsibility towards all students” (MoE, 2003a, p. 9–10). Whilst I do not refute the significant role 

teachers have on raising student achievement, the absence of discussion concerning barriers to 

student achievement, such as student poverty and transience, places too much responsibility upon 

teachers and schools. 

 

Summary 

In this chapter I have done a linguistic and visual analysis of the Effective Literacy Practice in Years 1 

to 4 (2003a) policy to ascertain its relevancy to literacy education for the 21st century. Having 

considered the evidence presented in this analysis I conclude that this policy promotes a traditional 

approach to reading and writing and in so doing fails to provide guidance to produce students who are 

effective text users in the new millennium. This is captured through the focus of the ‘old basics’ of 

literacy education; the absence of the ‘new basics’ as presented by the multiliteracies framework; the 
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construction of more traditional relationships between students and teachers; and a lack of technology 

integration. Further to this, the ELP 1-4 presents a very limited conceptualisation of critical literacy 

which is devoid of analysing opaque forms of power, social inequities and injustices. Finally, the ELP 

1-4 also presents a pedagogical approach to literacy acquisition which exacerbates, instead of 

reduces, inequitable student outcomes. 

In the next chapter I explore the ways in which subsequent literacy policies in New Zealand either 

reinforce the ELP 1-4 approach to literacy, or present a more future-oriented approach. The key 

policies in this review are The New Zealand Curriculum (2007), the Reading and Writing National 

Standards (2009), and The Literacy Learning Progressions (2010b). 
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Chapter five 
The New Zealand Curriculum,                            

Reading and Writing National Standards, and        
The Literacy Learning Progressions  

 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the questions, ‘How have the subsequent literacy policies 

(The New Zealand Curriculum, Reading and Writing National Standards, The Literacy Learning 

Progressions) responded to literacy for the 21st century? Are they consistent with the approach 

presented in the Effective Literacy Practice Years 1-4, or do they reflect a more advanced 

understanding of 21st century literacy learning?’. All three of these texts were written after the 

Effective Literacy Practice Years 1 to 4 (MoE, 2003a) and Effective Literacy Practice Years 5 to 8 

(MoE, 2006a).  

For each policy document, I provide a brief overview of the document and its purposes; how it relates 

to the ELP handbooks; how the policy document is positioned in relation to traditional literacy and 

multiliteracies; and how the document responds to the discourses of new managerialism and social 

equity. As detailed in Chapter 2, I have done a linguistic and visual analysis of each of the three policy 

texts. I draw on linguistic excerpts from each text as cues to explore contextual issues that relate to 

the relevancy of each document’s position towards literacy required for the 21st century. 

 

New Zealand Curriculum 

The New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) was published in 2007 following a curriculum review undertaken 

between 2000 and 2002. The entire curriculum, from Years 1 to 13, is published in one document. 

This official policy document provides detail on the directions for learning in Years 1 to 13, including 

the curriculum vision, values, key competencies, principles, learning areas and achievement 

objectives. This policy applies to all students in all English-medium schools (including integrated 
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schools) irrespective of their “gender, sexuality, ethnicity, belief, ability or disability, social or cultural 

background, or geographical location” (NZC, 2007, p. 6).  

Visually, there are three significant themes running through the text: children learning, New Zealand 

scenery, and Māori cultural designs. Photographs of children playing and learning are captured in 

both full colour (see figure 5.1) and using stylistic photo editing filters (see figure 5.2). Incorporated 

through the text are large images of New Zealand scenery, including Lake Rotoiti (p. 5) and Rangitoto 

(p. 19), and images of pōhutukawa and harakeke (native plants of Aotearoa). The NZC also has a 

salient Māori visual theme. The front cover includes a kōwhaiwahi design (see figure 5.3) which 

denotes ancestral lineage and genealogy in Tikanga Māori; and individual tohu designs accompany 

each of the eight learning areas of the curriculum (for example, see figure 5.4). The initial impression 

of the NZC promotes the uniqueness of Aotearoa’s context and culture. The incorporation of Māori 

designs in the NZC visually reinforces one of the core purposes of this policy—it will “help schools 

give effect to the partnership that is at the core of our nation’s founding document, Te Tiriti o Waitangi 

/ the Treaty of Waitangi” (NZC, 2007, p. 6). These images demonstrate the Ministry of Education’s 

commitment to supporting the needs of Māori in education, which, on the surface, aligns with the 

multiliteracies goals of addressing the needs of minority cultures in literacy education.  

 

Figure 5.1 Full colour photograph (MoE, 2007, p. 8) 

 

Figure 5.2 Photo editing filter (MoE, 2007, front cover) 
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Figure 5.3 Kowhaiwhai design (MoE, 2007, front cover) 

 

Figure 5.4 Tohu design (MoE, 2007, p. 18) 

 

Purpose of The New Zealand Curriculum 

The purpose of the NZC is to set the direction for student learning and to make explicit what the 

Ministry of Education deems important in curriculum. In particular, the NZC addresses the need for a 

future focussed curriculum that will prepare students to be successful in the 21st century. The 

Secretary for Education makes explicit these aims in the Foreword, where it is stated that, “Our 

population has become increasingly diverse, technologies are more sophisticated, and the demands 

of the workplace are more complex. Our education system must respond to these and the other 

challenges of our times”; and that, “(a) framework designed to ensure that all young New Zealanders 

are equipped with the knowledge, competencies, and values they will need to be successful citizens 

in the twenty-first century.” (MoE, 2007, p. 4). Further to this, ‘future focus’ is one of the eight 

underpinning ‘principles’ of the NZC.  

The future-focused orientation of this policy appears to be consistent with the “why” of multiliteracies. 

Similar to the goals of multiliteracies, the NZC cites growing cultural and linguistic diversity, 

advancements in technology and communications, and changes to student participation in different 

lifeworlds as reasons to readdress the purpose and direction of education. Again, akin to the 

multiliteracies framework, the NZC recognises that such a shift in social environments requires 

students to develop skills and knowledge to be active participants in their current and future lives. To 

reflect this position, the vision of the NZC is, “Young people who will be confident, connected, actively 

involved, lifelong learners” (MoE, 2007, p. 7). 

It is imperative however to analyse whether these claims of a future-focussed curriculum are actually 

reflected in the NZC document and to review how words and concepts are defined. To facilitate this 

analysis, I specifically review the achievement objectives of the English learning area as this directly 

outlines what is to be taught. Whilst the NZC claims to have carefully considered the achievement 

objectives to ensure they are “current, relevant, and well-defined” (p. 4), I critically review these 
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achievement objectives in relation to the discourses of multiliteracies, critical literacy, social equity 

and new managerialism that pertains to this research. I have chosen to draw examples from Level 1 

and 2 English as it directly relates to the CDA of the ELP 1-4 in the previous chapter. 

 

Approach to Literacy Education 

I begin with the definitions of pertinent terms and phrases used in the NZC— ‘literacy’, ‘visual 

language’, ‘text’, and the titles used to structure the two strands of the English achievement objectives 

(‘Listening, Reading, and Viewing’ and ‘Speaking, Writing, and Presenting’). A definition of ‘literacy’ is 

absent from the NZC. This is unusual given this document was designed as a compulsory policy to 

guide schools’ decision-making regarding curriculum content. The closest description of ‘literacy’ in 

the NZC states, 

Literacy in English gives students access to the understanding, knowledge, and skills they 

need to participate fully in the social, cultural, political, and economic life of New Zealand and 

the wider world. To be successful participants, they need to be effective oral, written, and 

visual communicators who are able to think critically and in depth. (Ministry of Education, 

2007, p. 18) 

The first sentence’s reference to the ‘social, cultural, political, and economic’ context echoes the 

multiliteracies conceptualisation of the mission of education—The New London Group states that, “its 

fundamental purpose is to ensure that all students benefit from learning in ways that allows them to 

participate fully in public, community, and economic life” (2000, p. 60). This statement from the NZC 

appears to be more reflective of the broad needs of literacy in the 21st century than the definition 

provided in the ELP 1-4. 

The second sentence of this statement reading literacy, which refers to the “oral, written, and visual” 

forms of communication, also appears to be more progressive than the description in the ELP 1-4 

(MoE) which only equates literacy to “those forms of written language” (2003a, p. 13). Here, the NZC 

expands the conceptualisation of literacy to include ‘oral’ and ‘visual’ forms of language. I suggest, 

however, that this definition of ‘literacy’ does not go as far as the multiliteracies project (The New 

London Group, 1996) in that it does not include all modes of communication—the audio, gestural, 

tactile and spatial patterns of meaning are absent. 

Also, a site of contestation in this second sentence is the phrase ‘think critically’. As addressed in 

Chapter 5, there is a significant difference in the terms ‘critical thinking’ and ‘thinking critically’. There 

is no evidence in the NZC that suggests that the delineation between these two has been addressed. 

Given this, the implicit assumption is that ‘thinking critically’ continues to reference a neutral thinking 

skill, as opposed to the exploration of moral issues highlighted in the discourse of critical literacy. 

Whilst Sandretto and the Critical Literacy Research Team (2006) made a submission to the Ministry 
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of Education in response to the use of the term ‘critical literacy’ in the draft New Zealand Curriculum, 

these suggestions appear to have been dismissed. 

I now turn to the meanings of ‘text’ and ‘visual language’ in the NZC. The word ‘text’ is not defined in 

the curriculum policy. The closest descriptors of the term ‘text’ is that the study of English involves a 

“variety of text forms”, and that, “understanding, using, and creating oral, written, and visual texts of 

increasing complexity is at the heart of English teaching and learning” (2007, p. 18). Based on this 

information, there is little indication that the NZC promotes a multiliteracies conceptualisation of ‘text’ 

that navigates the multiplicity of communication channels. In this regard, the NZC concept of ‘text’ is 

consistent with the ELP 1-4 definition whereby text refers to connected, meaningful writing. In 

regards, to the term ‘visual language’, this is also not defined in the NZC. 

I now move to analysing the specific English achievement objectives at Level 1 and 2. Firstly 

apparent in the English curriculum learning area is its lack of information and detail. For example, 

Level 1 of the English curriculum (which typically covers learning in Year 1 and Year 2) is 

encapsulated on one A4 page. The United Kingdom English Curriculum for the same age bracket is 

an 88-page document (Department for Education, 2013). This comparison highlights the lack of 

teacher guidance in relation to explicit learning outcomes for students in New Zealand. 

The English achievement objectives, at each level of the curriculum, are separated into ‘Listening, 

Reading, and Viewing’ and ‘Speaking, Writing, and Presenting’. Nowhere in the NZC are these words 

defined or described. This absence makes it difficult to ascertain how the curriculum conceptualises 

these terms, or which literacy approach is being drawn upon.  

 

Reading and Writing National Standards for Years 1-8 

The Reading and Writing National Standards for Years 1-8 (NS) were published in 2009 by the 

Ministry of Education under the National Party government. This 36-page policy document is 

sectioned into three parts— ‘Introduction’, ‘Unpacking and using the reading and writing standards’, 

and ‘The reading and writing standards’. The standards illustrate the expected level of student 

achievement, for each schooling period, to ensure that they meet the demands of the New Zealand 

Curriculum. 

The front cover of the NS is visually similar to the cover of the New Zealand Curriculum (see figure 

5.5), which reinforces the intertextual links between the policies. The images on the front cover of the 

NS are consistent with the photographic filters used in the NZC. The orange and brown colours used 

in these images are the same tones used for the ELP colour scheme, which connects these 

documents. Further to this, the photos on the NS cover have been taken from the ELP texts (MoE, 

2003a, front cover, p. 8 and p. 42; MoE, 2006a, p. 63). Asides from the front cover, there are no 

images of children or teachers in the NS.  
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Figure 5.5 Comparison of front covers 

What is visually significant in the NS are the intertextual links made to other Ministry publications, 

including: the ELP texts, Ready to Read and School Journal texts, and The English Language 

Learning Progression documents. For example, under the subheading ‘The reading and writing 

standards and effective literacy practice’ (figure 5.6) are photographs of the front covers of both ELP 

texts, as well as a replication of ‘The Dimensions of Effective Practice’ image from these texts (MoE, 

1999a, p. 12; MoE, 2006a, p. 9). Each ‘hexagon’ of this framework is then used to structure a brief 

overview of the elements of effective practice. These links to the ELP texts are very significant. It 

demonstrates how these two policy texts underpin the NS, reinforcing the pedagogical and conceptual 

approaches to literacy outlined in these preceding documents. The implication of this is that the 

Ministry of Education continues to consider these policy documents to be relevant for literacy learning 

in the 21st century, thus suggesting a renewal of these approaches is unnecessary. 
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Figure 5.6 ‘The Dimensions of Effective Practice’ in NS (MoE, 2010b, p. 6)  

 

Purpose of the Reading and Writing National Standards 

As I near the end of writing this thesis, the September 2017 national election saw a Labour-led 

Government come into power. This new government have outlined their intention to abolish national 

standards in New Zealand. The New Zealand Herald (Simon, 2017) reported that New Education 

Minister Chris Hipkins stated that whilst students’ progress against the curriculum would continue, 

national standards would be abolished. This was actioned on December 12, 2017 with the 

Honourable Chris Hipkins, current Minister of Education, announcing that the government has 

removed national standards from 2018 onwards (Hipkins, 2017). Despite this, I still present a critical 

analysis of the NS for two reasons: it is a core aspect of this thesis; and New Zealand’s literacy 

education has been shaped by this policy over the past eight years therefore it’s impact is relevant in 

understanding the direction of literacy policy in New Zealand 
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The government’s publicised rationale for introducing national standards was to raise student 

achievement, particularly in response to the ‘long tail of underachievement’. Tolley (2009), then-

Minister for Education, stated that “National Standards will play a vital role in the government’s drive 

to lift the performance of the education system and improve outcomes for young New Zealanders”, 

and claimed that ‘one-in-five’ students were ‘failing’ to read and write. The idea was, by having clear 

national expectations for achievement along with clear reporting to parents on student progress 

against these standards, that overall student achievement would be raised. The National Party 

identified student underachievement as the problem and that national standards would be the 

solution. This assumption is problematic in three ways.  

Firstly, the new managerialist concept that standards raise standards is disputable (Smyth, 2012). To 

illustrate this point, I draw on the adage ‘weighing the pig does not make it fatter’. Applied to this 

context, it suggests that the measurement of student achievement against a set of learning intentions 

will not automatically translate into higher student performance—the influence on achievement comes 

from how assessment data is utilised in the classroom context to address students’ specific learning 

needs. The implementation of the national standards in New Zealand did not address this second 

step. The National Party did not provide any extra support or resources to schools or teachers to 

support these ‘failing’ students to reach the specified levels. Thus, for the second time, the Ministry of 

Education implemented a policy with the intention of raising student performance, particularly in 

relation to the ‘long tail of underachievement’, which did not actually serve its purpose. I contest, then, 

that the driving purpose of the NS policy was in response to Foucault’s (in Lemke, 2002) idea of 

‘governmentality’ where primary education in New Zealand is curtailed to fit the neoliberal interests of 

market objectives, accountability and standardisation. 

Secondly, related to the previous point, is that the NS implicitly reinforces an ‘export of blame’ (Apple, 

1999) for the underachievement of students from the government to schools and teachers. The NS 

policy and the National Party are silent regarding socio-economic factors that correlate to student 

performance (Smyth, 2012). Through NS, the National Party has continued to “construct student or 

institutional ‘underperformance’ or ‘failure’ as the clear responsibility of schools and teachers” 

(Thrupp, 2009, p. 6) as a means of diverting public attention away from further investment in social 

welfare programs.  

Thirdly, measures of standardisation actually exacerbate the gap between high and low achievers, 

expanding the divide of equitable outcomes for students. The NS only reports on students’ 

achievement against the specified criteria, as opposed to measuring progress gains. The NS policy 

states that the standards are “high but attainable” based on “consistent expectations for learning” 

(MoE, 2009, p. 7). But how does the Ministry of Education calculate what is ‘high’ and ‘attainable’ 

when students across New Zealand enter schooling with such vastly different levels of literate cultural 

capital? Why is meeting an arbitrary standard more important than measuring and celebrating 

students’ progress gained in relation to their individual needs? And is it ethical to measure student 

achievement in such a way given the inherent unequal playing fields? I suggest national standards to 



 79 

be like climbing a mountain—the difficulty is that some students start at the bottom whilst others begin 

halfway up with a Sherpa. 

In addition, national standards also inevitably cause a narrowing of the curriculum, particularly for 

those who are ‘below’ or ‘well below’ expectations. McNeil (2000) documents a consequence of 

standardisation is the reduction of the quality and quantity of what is taught in literacy given the 

pressure on schools and teachers to get students to national standards. Mills’ (2009) research 

supports this claim. She discussed how lower-ability groups tend to receive monomodal literacy 

instruction and transmissive forms of pedagogy. This is of particular concern given that the majority of 

students in the lower-ability groups are from marginalised and minority backgrounds, prompting the 

cyclical exclusion of these students from more progressive pedagogies.  

The pressures of accountability and standardisation, inherent in national standards, force schools and 

teachers to ‘teach to the test’ and to progress underachieving students ahead as quickly as possible. 

Thrupp and White’s (2013) research supported this theory. Their evidence indicated that the teaching 

and learning of literacy in primary schools has become narrower and more focused on technical skills 

since the instigation of NS in Aotearoa. In contrast, high-achieving who have already met, or are 

‘above’, the national standards are not subject to the same pressures to meet expectations. Given 

this, these students have the time to engage in a wider variety of texts and develop skills and 

knowledge beyond the core ‘basics’ of the national achievement objectives. Further to this, Sandretto 

and Tilson’s (2017) research on teachers’ critical reflection upon their own literacy practice found that 

the discourse of accountability in education stifles teacher agency and professional decision making. 

Of particular note, was teachers feeling that they did not have enough time to facilitate a 

multiliteracies approach given the strains of a demanding assessment regime. Perhaps if the pressure 

of the highly-visible national standards did not exist teachers would have the space to develop 

multiliterate practices with all students, not just the highly achieving students.  

 

Approach to Literacy Education 

As with the NZC and the ELP handbooks, the NS continues to promote an abbreviated version of 

Luke and Freebody’s (1999) ‘Four Resource Model’ and a restrictive conceptualisation of ‘thinking 

critically’. The NS again discusses the ‘three main aspects’ of reading and writing as, “Learning the 

code of written language; Making meaning; Thinking critically” (MoE, 2009, p. 8) whilst citing Luke and 

Freebody’s original framework. Similarly, the concept of ‘thinking critically’ continues to draw upon the 

idea of this being a neutral thinking skill as opposed to ‘critical thinking’ as understood within a critical 

literacy framework. The NS defines ‘think critically about’ as, “Students think critically about the ideas 

and information in texts. They consider author’s purposes, readers’ different perspectives, and the 

impact of texts on audiences” (MoE, 2009, p. 18). These two examples suggest that the NS policy 
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have not made any attempts to further critical literacy pedagogy which is a core tenet of the 

multiliteracies approach.  

Of great significance in the NS policy is the treatment of the word ‘read’ in relation to the reading 

standards in Years 1-3. For example, referring to “After Three Years at School”, in a highlighted blue 

text box with bold font (see figure 5.7), it asserts that “Students meeting the standard at this level can 

read seen texts at Gold with at least 90 percent accuracy” (MoE, 2009, p. 11). This statement directly 

relates the verb ‘read’ to reading accuracy—there is no mention of comprehension. The disregard of 

assessing comprehension in the NS can be traced back to the description of running records in the 

ELP 1-4 (MoE, 2003a). The ELP 1-4 states that “the teacher may explore the child’s comprehension 

of the text by inviting the child to retell the story or by asking questions”, and that, “these, however, 

are not part of the running records procedure” (italics added, 2003a, p. 59). The implication that 

reading comprehension is ‘optional’ in assessments is confounding and elicits a traditional approach 

to literacy. 

 

Figure 5.7 Use of the term ‘read’ (MoE, 2009, p. 11) 

 

Another significant point in the NS is the understanding of a ‘variety of texts’. On page 7 (MoE, 2009) 

under the heading ‘Engaging learners with texts’ it states that, “The progression of the reading and 

writing standards reflects the increasing variety of texts that students are expected to read and write 

as they move up through the curriculum.” On the surface, this assertion appears to support a 

multiliteracies approach whereby students are supported to engage with multimodal texts that 

incorporate a wide range of semiotics. However, this ‘variety of texts’ is not reflected in the rest of this 

policy. All the descriptors used to illustrate achievement at each national standard utilises exemplars 

from the Ministry of Education's Ready to Read series, Junior Journals, and School Journals. Whilst 

the NS claims that these texts “provide a broad and sound base for reading instruction in years 1-8” 

(MoE, 2009, p. 7), they only represent linguistic and visual features of semiotics. As a teaching 

professional in the primary sector, my experience is that these Ministry-provided reading materials do 

not incorporate texts that utilise audio, gestural or spatial semiotics. Within a multiliteracies 

framework, this does not represent a ‘variety of texts’.  

The promotion of the Ready to Read series as the most effective and relevant reading material for 

students at primary school further represents the Ministry of Education’s approach to literacy 

education. The Ready to Read series is the core instructional reading material in New Zealand, as 

detailed in the NS, and is underpinned by the theories presented in the NZC and ELP 1-4 (MoE, 
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2003; 2006a). All Ready to Read texts have available individualised Teacher Support Materials, 

designed to support teachers to plan and teach shared and guided reading sessions which will enable 

students to develop reading processing strategies, respond to text, and think critically. Whilst a full 

analysis of the Ready to Read texts and their accompanying Teacher Support Materials is beyond the 

scope of this research, a brief review of these documents provides important information regarding 

the Ministry of Education’s approach to literacy. I use the story A Good Idea (Nagelkerke, 2005) as an 

example to illustrate how these resources contribute to, and shape, the Ministry of Education’s 

approach to literacy for the 21st century. I have chosen this text as it is used in both the NS and LLP 

documents to illustrate the reading standard ‘After One Year at School’. I will be analysing what 

knowledge and skills’ students need to draw on to decode this text as it relates to the pedagogical 

forms of instruction presented in the literature review.  

A Good Idea (Nagelkerke, 2005) tells the story of four animals in Africa who seek refuge from the 

heat. Each animal describes what they would like in order to keep cool. The characters are required 

to negotiate and work collaboratively to achieve an outcome that is mutually beneficial. In analysing 

this text, it is apparent that it provides limited opportunities for students to practice decoding strategies 

that utilise word-analysis skills. This is evident in relation to the text’s word count, its’ use of repetition, 

and the high number of illustrations. Greaney (2005) executed a comparative investigation between 

the Ready to Read series and other popular New Zealand reading series in relation to text-level 

components of these early reading materials. He noted that the Ready to Read texts had 

comparatively lower word counts. This is significant as it impacts upon the amount students actually 

read, and the number of opportunities they have to practice their decoding skills and application of 

graphophonic knowledge to new words. The impact of this will be especially pertinent to students who 

have reading difficulties or are tracking below national expectations as they will not have had enough 

reading mileage to attain reading fluency. 

Secondly, the use of repeated text in Ready to Read texts again limits students’ practice of their 

decoding skills. Higher levels of repeated text in Ready to Read texts in comparison to other reading 

materials was again supported by Greaney’s (2005) evidence. Repetition of text is a key feature in A 

Good Idea. Throughout the story, each character affirms the previous character’s ‘good idea’, repeats 

that idea, then adds his/her own suggestion. It begins on page 1 (Nagelkerke, 2005) with, ‘ “I’m going 

to lie under a shady tree,” he said’. By page 5 this repetition has developed into, 

“That’s a good idea,” said Warthog. 

“A shady tree to lie under, 

some sweet grass to nibble on, 

a bubbly spring of water to drink from, 

and some mud to roll in  
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would be very nice. 

I’ll go with you.” 

The use of repetitive sentence structures and vocabulary continues throughout the text. When reading 

material is constructed with such repetition, a student’s reading becomes more about the 

memorisation of text rather than developing word-level processing abilities (Greaney, 2005). Analysis 

of Ready to Read material illustrates that text construction appears to be controlled for text meaning 

rather than providing students with opportunities to develop word-level decoding strategies. Whilst 

memorisation and repetitive text is advantageous in emergent reading instruction, it becomes a 

hindrance at higher levels like level Green 13. The teacher support material for this text however 

asserts that “the repetition provides support for less confident readers” (MoE, 2004, p.1). 

Thirdly, the high frequency of illustrations in the Ready to Read materials also reduces students’ 

opportunity to practice decoding strategies (Greaney, 2005). A Good Idea presents an apt example of 

this. Every page in this text provides an accompanying illustration supporting the text narrative. These 

images tend to dominate the actual text (see figure 5.8). The concern with having too many 

illustrations is that it reduces a student’s need to decode unfamiliar words given cues in the images, 

and it reinforces the view that students should rely heavily on illustrative information to gain meaning 

at the expense of word-level identification strategies. As with the previous point regarding repetition, 

this is a key strategy for emergent readers at the early levels of literacy acquisition but an overreliance 

on illustrations at higher levels is problematic.  

 

Figure 5.8 A Good Idea (Nagelkerke, 2005, p. 6 & 12–13) 

The findings above are similarly reinforced in the teacher support material for this text (MoE, 2004), 

and demonstrate how these Ministry provided texts show a preference for the multiple cues theory 

(Senior, 2013). For example, ‘cross-checking’ and ‘predicting’ are prioritised in the teacher support 

material to guide students decoding of unfamiliar words—two key elements of the multiple cues 

theory. Furthermore, this support material does not provide information on how students can draw on 

their graphophonic knowledge of word families as a decoding strategy. 
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At this point, I will reiterate that the research evidence does not recommend a heavily phonics-based 

approach to literacy instruction. What it does promote is a balanced approach to literacy pedagogy. 

The analysis in this thesis however indicates that the present Ministry of Education policies and 

teaching materials implicitly and explicitly promote a pedagogy that is strongly underpinned by the 

whole language theory of literacy acquisition.  

What is also critical to consider here is just what it is that the NS (2009) assesses. The ACDE (2001) 

describe how a focus on the ‘new basics’ of literacy necessitates new assessments. They claim that 

these new assessments should focus on measuring competence of the new basics namely the ways 

in which students work collaboratively, and how students relate to their learning in particular ways. 

This orientation towards assessment is not captured within New Zealand’s national standards. These 

standards continue to focus on a student’s individual achievement of the old basics of literacy. 

 

The Literacy Learning Progressions 

The Literacy Learning Progressions (LLP) were published in 2010, the same year the National 

Standards policy became compulsory in New Zealand primary schools. The drafting of the LLP began 

in 2007 as part of a reframing of the national literacy strategy in response to the 2006 Progress in 

International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) (Mullis, Martin, Kennedy, & Foy, 2007). The results of 

PIRLS found that there had been very little reduction in the disparity of literacy achievement since its 

previous report in 2001 (Mullis, Martin, Gonzalez, & Kennedy, 2003), thus the Ministry of Education 

sought to develop expectations to detail student progress and achievement in literacy (MoE, 2010a). 

The LLP (2010b) is a short document. It was intentionally designed to be a ‘slim’ text so that teachers 

could ‘easily engage’ with it (MoE, 2010a). The progressions are detailed on A3 fold-outs and the 

organisation of the descriptors match those in the NS document (for example, ‘After One Year at 

School’, ‘By the End of Year 4’). Reading and writing descriptors for each level occupies one A3 

layout. The need for the document to be ‘slim’ constrained the level of specificity of each descriptor. 

The Ministry of Education documented how, “this meant that some content, in particular the 

characteristics of text that students read and write at particular levels, had to be left out”, yet claimed 

that “they also retained enough richness to demonstrate the complexity involved” (MoE, 2010a, p. 10). 

Given the NZC was such a vague document, as discussed above, I question the prioritisation of a 

‘slim’ document over the need for it to be detailed. As a teacher, I feel the Ministry of Education 

provides little guidance in describing literacy curriculum content and I find this to be a hindrance in 

planning effective literacy programs that address specific learning intentions. 

The intertextuality between the LLP, NS, NZC and ELP texts are again reinforced visually. The front 

cover of this text (see figure 5.9) is very similar to the NZC and NS, in both layout and colour. The 

LLP and NS texts share the same image on the front of a female adult and student which originates 
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from the ELP 1-4 (MoE, 2003a, p. 23), as well as two other images that have been taken from the 

ELP 1-4 (MoE, 2003a, p. 119) and the ELP 5-8 (MoE, 2006a, p. 153). These visual cues indicate to 

the reader how closely linked these texts, and is visual affirmation that the LLP document is based 

upon the theories and pedagogies encapsulated in the preceding policies.  

 

 

Figure 5.9 Front cover of the LLP (2010b) 

 

Purpose of The Literacy Learning Progressions 

The purpose of the LLP is to provide teachers with a professional tool to support the NZC. Each 

progression level describes “the specific literacy knowledge, skills, and attitudes that students draw on 

in order to meet the reading and writing demands of the curriculum” (MoE, 2010b, p. 2). They ‘alert’ 

teachers as to what students should know and be able to do at each specified point if they are to be 

successful in their schooling. 

As part of the LLP brief, the Ministry of Education detailed that the progressions should: 

align, where possible, with current literacy materials (including assessment tools) used in New 

Zealand schools and the theories about literacy learning these are based on. In particular, the 

Literacy Learning Progressions had to reflect the articulation of practice outlined in the Ministry of 

Education’s publications, Effective Literacy Practice in Years 1 to 4, and Effective Literacy 

Practice in Years 5-8. (MoE, 2010a, p. 1–2) 
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It is then explicitly stated in the LLP that the ELP 1-4 and ELP 5-8 provide the theoretical basis upon 

which the progressions were constructed. As with the NS, this is reinforced visually with the inclusion 

of images of the front covers of the ELP documents in the ‘Introduction’ section (MoE, 2010b, p. 7). 

 

Approach to Literacy Education 

The fact that the LLP are based upon the theoretical underpinnings of the two ELP policies is 

significant in multiple ways. In the critical analysis of the ELP 1-4 in the previous chapter, I deduced 

that this policy represented a more traditional approach to literacy education which appeared to be 

outdated even at its time of publication. In the Ministry of Education’s document Designing the 

Literacy Learning Progressions (2010a), determining a definition for ‘literacy’ and what this should 

cover was one of the first steps. It was decided that, “Because the progressions had to reflect existing 

resources and approaches to literacy teaching and learning in New Zealand schools, as well as be 

aligned to the English curriculum, the definition of literacy used in those resources was adopted” 

(emphasis added, MoE, 2010a, p. 3). I suggest that the directive to keep the same definition of 

literacy, as presented in the two handbooks and curriculum, was a missed opportunity for New 

Zealand literacy policy to adopt a more relevant understanding of what literacy is for the 21st century.  

Further reinforcement of a more traditional approach to literacy in the LLP is found in the statement, 

“Literacy learners need to learn the code of written language” (MoE, 2010b, p. 4). The descriptors 

about what students should be able to achieve at certain parts of their schooling was based on 

students’ abilities to read and write within the written language. For example, ‘After Three Years at 

School’ describes how students will automatically read all high-frequency words; know the meaning of 

common prefixes and suffixes; understand the purpose of basic punctuation; write upper-case and 

lower-case letters correctly; and use simple and compound sentences. As with the previous policies 

analysed, the Ministry of Education is asserting that literacy learning is heavily focused on written 

language, to the exclusion of the other forms of meaning-making as presented by Kalantzis and Cope 

(2012).   

The absence of an updated conceptualisation of ‘literacy’ in the LLP implicitly suggests that, despite 

the seven-year gap between publications, there have been no significant changes in social, cultural or 

technological literacy practices that would necessitate a review of literacy curriculum or pedagogy. 

Between 2003 (ELP 1-4 publication) and 2010 (the LLP publication) there were significant 

technological advancements and inventions which drastically changed our literate practices and the 

ways we communicate. These included the creation of the Apple iPhone and iPad, and the advent of 

both Facebook and YouTube.  

In 2006 the Ministry of Education published Enabling the 21st Century Learner: An e-learning Action 

for School 2006 – 2010. In this document it is stated that, “e-learning has the potential to transform 
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the way we learn. It’s about exploiting technologies and using ICT effectively across the curriculum” 

(MoE, 2006b, p. 3); and that its action plan will “contribute to the Government’s overarching goal to 

build an education system that equips New Zealanders with 21st century skills, through the increased 

use of e-learning in schools” (MoE, 2006b, p. 4). What this document, and these quotes indicates is, 

that the Ministry of Education were aware of the vital role technology plays in preparing children for 

the 21st century. Given this, it is confounding then that the Ministry has not explicitly addressed these 

changes within the context of literacy education and how it may relate to student progression in this 

area.  

In relation to social equity, the matter of ‘actual’ versus ‘aspirational’ descriptors in the LLP require 

exploration. These descriptors are designed to support teachers in making judgements as to whether 

students are achieving ‘well below’, ‘below’, ‘at’, or ‘above’ in relation to national standards. In this 

regard, the setting of the ‘goal posts’ in the LLP is critical. As ‘actual’ and ‘aspirational’ levels of 

achievement are not defined in the Ministry’s Designing the Literacy Learning Progressions (2010a) I 

deduce that ‘actual’ refers to what might be expected of students within a given period, and 

‘aspirational’ refers to the ideal level of achievement. From this position, I consider the following 

statement: 

(T)here were compelling cases to “shift the goal posts” in order to support the emphasis of the 

Literacy Strategy on accelerating literacy learning. Therefore, some knowledge and skills, for 

example, concepts about print, have been deliberately introduced earlier in the progressions than 

is current practice in many classrooms. The level of Ready to Read texts that students should be 

reading is also more demanding than is currently the case in many classrooms. (MoE, 2010a, p. 

11) 

From this perspective, it would appear that our most vulnerable learners in New Zealand are being 

compared, and reported against, a level of achievement that is aspirational instead of realistic. I posit 

that, by shifting the ‘goal posts’ of literacy ‘success’ further disadvantages our struggling readers and 

writers in New Zealand.  

 

Summary 

In this chapter I have considered how The New Zealand Curriculum, Reading and Writing National 

Standards in Years 1-8, and The Literacy Learning Progressions have responded to the needs of 

literacy education in the 21st century. I conclude that these documents do not reflect a shift in literacy 

conceptualisation since the ELP 1-4 was published in 2003. A major contributor to this lack of change 

relates to the fact that the Ministry of Education continually refer back to the ELP 1-4 to provide the 

theoretical underpinnings of these subsequent policies.  Despite the technological and social changes 

that occurred between 2003 and 2010, the conceptualisation of literacy remained the same. In the 
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next chapter I draw together my findings from throughout this research and make my concluding 

remarks. 
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Chapter six 
Conclusion 

 

The purpose of this thesis was to investigate, “Are New Zealand’s literacy policies still relevant for the 

21st century”. To explore this question, I have undertaken a linguistic and visual analysis of New 

Zealand’s literacy policies since the establishment of the 1999 national literacy strategy, including the 

Effective Literacy Practice in Years 1 to 4 (MoE, 2003a), The New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 2007), 

the Reading and Writing National Standards (MoE, 2009), and The Literacy Learning Progressions 

(2010). I have analysed these texts in relation to theories and frameworks which pertain to discourses 

relevant to literacy education in the 21st century, including multiliteracies (The New London Group, 

1996), critical literacy, social equity, and new managerialism. 

From this research, I submit that New Zealand’s literacy policies lack relevance for the 21st century. I 

make this claim based upon five significant findings that have arisen through this work. I address each 

of these aspects below. 

Firstly, New Zealand’s literacy policies continue to reinforce traditional conceptions of literacy and 

pedagogy. Much of the evidence for this finding relates to an analysis of Effective Literacy Practice in 

Years 1 to 4 (MoE, 2003a) policy and the way in which this document describes in detail how ‘reading’ 

and ‘writing’ should be understood and taught within New Zealand primary school classrooms. The 

subsequent literacy policies refer to this core text. The conceptualisation of ‘literacy’ in all four policy 

documents present a traditional approach to literacy. This is evidenced through the policies narrow 

focus on the written, linguistic aspects of language to the exclusion of others (spatial, tactile, gestural, 

audio) and an absence of how they interrelate multimodally. Additionally, these policies continue to 

reinforce the traditional whole language pedagogical approach to early literacy acquisition which does 

not represent an effective or relevant pedagogy for the 21st century. 

Secondly, these literacy policies do not address the concept of emerging ‘new basics’ or 21st century 

learner dispositions necessary for students to be successful in their current and future lifeworlds. The 

new basics refer to the skills, knowledge and competencies required by students to engage in new 

text forms made available by technology development. The literacy policies of New Zealand analysed 

in this thesis did little to acknowledge broadening of texts, and provided minimal information on ways 

to support student engagement with literacy practices involving information and communications 
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technology. Similarly, these policies were limited in promoting necessary 21st century learner 

dispositions. This can be observed through the student-to-teacher and student-to-student 

relationships that are depicted in these policies, particularly in the ELP 1-4, and replicated in 

subsequent documents.  

Thirdly, the policies addressed in this research do not promote a critical literacy approach. Whilst 

these policies do encourage ‘thinking critically’, this differs significantly from ‘critical literacy’ where an 

essential part of literacy education concerns the identification of opaque forms of power implicit in 

texts. 

Fourthly, the above literacy policies actually maintain social inequities in education, despite the 

Ministry of Education’s espoused rhetoric which claims to ameliorate this disparity. The policies 

analysed continue to reinforce the laying of blame for student underachievement on schools and 

teachers and fail to acknowledge or respond to the differing literate cultural capital with which 

students enter school. In addition, the policies cause teachers to narrow their literacy teaching and 

assessments further disadvantaging underachieving students particularly those from minority cultures. 

Lastly, I proffer that educational policies in New Zealand are more preoccupied with imposing new 

managerialism and strategies than either ameliorating social inequity, or pursuing pedagogical 

approaches that will see our students being effective literacy users in the 21st century. I propose that 

emphasis on new managerialism, accountability and standardisation have impeded the progress 

towards a multiliteracies approach and a critical analysis of the policy documents appears to confirm 

this hypothesis. The irony, I suggest, is that the core values of multiliteracies promote both a 

pedagogy that addresses social inequity and the marginalisation of minority learners; and a 

curriculum that supports students learning of the ‘new basics’ of literacy. 

If the New Zealand government, and the Ministry of Education, seek to implement a primary 

education system which aims to provide students with relevant literacy curriculum and pedagogy, the 

above issues need to be considered. Perhaps the new Labour-led Government will strive to place 

student needs at the forefront of leading educational discourse in our country, as opposed to an 

education system that curtails to the needs of neoliberal, market-driven enterprises. 

Moving forward, I suggest that a re-evaluation of New Zealand’s approach to literacy education is 

urgently needed. Based on the research and evidence presented in this thesis, I believe a new 

document needs to be created, to replace the Effective Literacy Practice handbooks, to promote a 

multiliteracies approach to literacy. Also necessary is a review of the Ministry of Education’s 

instructional reading material, and the creation of new resources (with the accompanying alongside 

teacher support materials) to provide teachers with information on how to plan and teach a wider 

range of communication. Finally, I propose that New Zealand needs to reconsider its position on the 

whole language approach to literacy if the pursuit of equitable outcomes for learners is to be 

achieved. 
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Appendix 
 

Appendix 1: Text Excerpt from Ministry of Education (2003a, p. 19) 

# Sentence 

 “Introduction” (Red backgrounded textbox heading with white text and a yellow border, left-side 

aligned) 

1. Knowledge of literacy learning encompasses knowledge about literacy as well as knowledge 

about literacy acquisition. 

2 The definition of literacy in this book is: 

3 Literacy is the ability to understand, respond to, and use those forms of written language that are 

required by society and valued by individuals and communities. (Highlighted in an orange 

textbox). 

 “Language and literacy” (larger font, in black text, left-side aligned) 

4 Effective Literacy Practice in Years 1 to 4 focuses on teaching students to read and write using 

the written forms of the English language. 

5 However, it is well established, through studies and theories of language learning, that oral 

language underpins written language; the two are closely interrelated. 

6 It is vital for children to listen and speak in order to develop a grasp of language. 

7 Through talking about events as they happen and discussing their ideas, children construct 

knowledge and awareness and acquire the language they need in order to make sense of their 

experiences. 

8 From their earliest years on into their school years, children benefit from many and varied 

opportunities to develop and practise oral language in their homes, communities, and 

classrooms.  

9 Their language is enriched when they interact in many contexts where supportive adults, 
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including family, give them plenty of feedback and encouragement.  

10 Such interactions provide children with essential experience to build on when engaging with texts 

and delighting in them. 

11 However, instruction in reading and writing should not “wait” until a child has a strong oral 

language base. 

 Paragraph break 

12 Visual language is inherent in reading and writing. 

13 In order to find and create meaning in written language, students need to understand such 

features of visual language as the use of symbols and images to convey meaning3. 

14 For example, when students use computers to communicate even at a basic level, they need to 

be able to interpret the combinations of text and images in desktop icons and menus. 

 “Contemporary environments” (larger font, in black text) 

15 Teachers need to consider literacy teaching and learning in the light of changing social and 

cultural environments. 

16 Increasing numbers of communication forms, along with increasing cultural and linguistic 

diversity, have given rise to the concept of multiliteracies. 

17 It’s useful to think in terms of a dynamic, shifting set of literacy practices that shape young 

learners, and indeed all people, as social beings.  

18 We need a broader view of literacy now more than ever.  

 Paragraph break 

19 The challenge for teachers is to increase students’ control over and awareness of the ways in 

which the many communication forms can be used. 

20 Teachers can encourage their students to be reflective and discriminating and, at the same time, 

to enjoy the process of literacy learning. 

 Textbox: to the right-hand side of the page (in the margin), spanning the two paragraphs on 

‘Contemporary Environments’, written in a slightly larger, different, font. Textbox is enclosed in a 

rounded edge, yellow outline. 

21 Literacy practices are the ways in which literate people understand, respond to, and use 

language forms.  
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22 Some of these practices are required and valued inside school, some are required and valued 

outside school, and some are common to many settings, both in and out of school. 

 Smaller font size, same font as main body of text, separated underneath by a grey line 

23 3Further information about visual language and its features can be found on pages 173-222 of 

Exploring Language. 
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