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1. Introduction 
 

In second language classroom contexts, enabling ESL students to access school 
learning is a double challenge. Teachers need to scaffold studentsʼ engagement with 
written language at the same time as they move them from (often diverse) first 
languages into English itself. How do we bring students into the written mode when oral 
English is still developing? For ESL students, learning to read and write English is more 
complex if only because native speaker intuitions based on spoken language cannot be 
presumed upon. Literacy pedagogies  - even those most successful with native 
speakers of English  - need adaptation if they are to meet the needs of ESL students. 
While the use of ʻscaffoldingʼ as a metaphor has been widely taken up in language 
teaching, this paper looks closely at one ʻtakeʼ on scaffolding – Scaffolding Literacy 
(Gray and Cowey, 2001) 
 
This paper reports on a project which introduced ESL teachers in ACT primary and 
secondary schools to the principles and practices of Scaffolding Literacy in order to 
evaluate their effectiveness for ESL learners. Scaffolding Literacy (hereafter SL) is a 
pedagogy designed ʻto scaffold students in reading and writing challenging, age-
appropriate texts, and to make knowledge about text and written language explicitʼ 
(Culican, 2006). The pedagogy is distinctive in that it not only involves a well-theorized 
rationale based on neo-Vygotskian principles of learning  but a well-worked out 
sequence of strategies for teaching reading, spelling and writing. With its origins in work 
originally done two decades ago by Max Kemp at the University of Canberra to assist 
mainstream children with literacy difficulties, (Axford, 2007) SL is used in the Schools 
and Community Centre at the University of Canberra where one-on-one work is done to 
support students who are under-achieving in literacy at school. Over the last decade, it 
has also been applied to Indigenous literacy teaching contexts in various parts of 
Australia. (Rose, Gray and Cowey, 2001). SL has been re-badged as Accelerated 
Literacy (in Queensland, NT, SA and WA) under the direction of Brian Gray and Wendy 
Cowey (Cowey, 2005) and as Learning to Read, Reading to Learn (in Victoria and 
NSW) under the direction of David Rose (Rose and Acevedo, 2006). Whatever its brand 
name, SL pedagogy has enabled many previously low-achieving students to make 
significant gains in their reading and writing.  
However, prior the Project reported on in this article, SL had not been trialled exclusively 
with ESL learners.  
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In 2005, the literacy team at the University of Canberra – Misty Adoniou, Mary Macken-
Horarik and Marina Aidman -  embarked on a project funded by the ACT Department of 
Education to trial the effectiveness of SL pedagogy in ESL classrooms across 18 
primary and secondary schools in Canberra. At face-value it does appear that the 
pedagogyʼs highly structured and explicit approach to the teaching of reading and 
writing would be beneficial to for ESL learners and it was felt a trial of the pedagogy in a 
variety of ESL teaching contexts would be an effective way to see whether these were 
valid assumptions.  
 
An expression of interest was put out to ACT ESL teachers in all government school 
sectors, and around 25 teachers volunteered to be part of the Project. We had set a limit 
of 20 and selected the participants so they were spread across the sectors and 
represented a range of experiences in ESL – from 20 years experience in school ESL to 
a third year beginning teacher in her first ESL position, from teachers with tertiary 
TESOL qualifications to two experienced classroom teachers who have recently been 
moved into ESL with no TESOL qualifications. This spread of age, experience and 
qualifications is now typical in the ACT where a move to school–based management 
has seen Principals responsible for allocating ESL teachers in their schools. 19 teachers 
completed the Project with one withdrawal for family reasons. 
 
The project involved a cycle of professional development, classroom trials, observations 
and follow-up workshops. The ESL teachers were introduced to the principles and 
practices of SL in professional development workshops which they then implemented in 
their classrooms over the course of a school term. During the implementation time the 
teachers were observed and supported by the UC literacy team and attended several 
after-school workshops to discuss issues arising for ESL students, to fine tune their 
knowledge of the SL pedagogy but importantly, to also to provide feedback about the 
suitability of the pedagogy in their ESL teaching contexts. These feedback sessions 
were crucial not least because their teaching contexts varied widely. Some teachers 
taught in withdrawal classrooms with early-phase ESL students; some worked in-class 
where there was a high proportion of ESL students. At the end of the Project 
Evaluations were given to participants asking them to rate various organizational 
aspects of the project and general usefulness to their teaching practice but also to 
respond to the following: 

An aim of this project was to consider whether Scaffolding Literacy was appropriate in 
ESL contexts in the ACT. From your experience as a participant in this project, please 
comment on whether you think this approach to teaching literacy has a place in your 
particular teaching-learning context.  

This question was also the focus of professional conversations between participants, 
and between participants and members of the UC literacy team who acted as 
professional friends throughout the implementation stage of the Project. The evaluations 
were very positive with 15 teachers rating the Projectʼs general contribution to their 
existing language teaching knowledge as ʻexcellentʼ and 4 rating it ʻvery goodʼ. Of 
particular interest though are the teachersʼ qualitative responses to the specifics of the 
SL pedagogy and it is upon this aspect of the Project that this paper is focused. 
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This paper introduces the key identifying features of SL pedagogy (its ʻDNAʼ), ie the 
underlying principles which must all be in place at any one time. It then provides a 
summary of the steps in the teaching sequence that realise these DNA foundation 
blocks as they were introduced in workshops. This is followed by an account of the 
uptake of these steps by the ESL teachers and their students, animated with selected 
comments from the teachersʼ evaluations of the experience, including their reflections 
on how each step met, or otherwise, the needs of the ESL learners in their classes. The 
paper concludes with a brief summary of the adaptations to SL that this Project 
recommends if the pedagogy is to be made its most effective for ESL students.  
 
2. Identifying the ʻDNAʼ of ʻScaffolding Literacyʼ 
  
In broad terms, SL offers teachers a carefully designed sequence of teaching strategies 
for engaging learners with the ʻliterate languageʼ of written texts (Gray and Cowey 
2001). The teacher selects an age-appropriate text for ongoing work on reading, 
spelling and writing. The text will be beyond what the student can read independently 
but the steps within the sequence are structured to support the student so that they are 
successfully working  within their ʻzone of proximal developmentʼ (Vygotsky 1978) that 
is, the space between what they can achieve alone and what they can achieve with the 
assistance of an expert. Using the selected text, the sequence provides a clear 
framework of predictable teaching-learning routines for both teacher and student moving 
from preparation for reading, fluent reading, language analysis, spelling, patterned 
writing into independent writing. We introduce the steps in the sequence in greater detail 
in the next section. Prior to this, we identify the principles of SL pedagogy - the DNA that 
underpins all current adaptations of this family of practices. It is important that we 
establish what it is that is both essential and distinguishing to SL so that we can 
ascertain whether the innovations on the sequence that arose from this Project share 
the same DNA and can therefore legitimately describe themselves as part of the same 
SL family of practices. 
 

(i) A high challenge curriculum - use of age appropriate texts full of 
ʻliterate languageʼ  

 
A crucial component of SL is its ʻhigh challengeʼ curriculum (Mariani, cited in Hammond 
and Gibbons, 2001:4). In this pedagogy, the selection of authentic well-written literature 
is crucial. While many literacy support programs adapt the texts to the lexical or 
syntactic levels of readers, beginning with basal readers with low level readers, for 
example, SL takes the opposite approach. The texts selected for work on reading and 
writing are age-appropriate but also provide opportunities for engagement with subtle 
aspects of language in the text (e.g. layers of meaning, metaphor). To bridge the gap 
between what the learner can do and what the texts ask them to do, the usual teaching 
practice for low-level learners is to bring the text closer to the learner by simplifying the 
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text. SL turns this notion on its head and seeks to bridge the gap by bringing the learner 
closer to the text by means of carefully designed pedagogic support. In SL the texts that 
learners study are conceptually and linguistically appropriate for their stage of schooling, 
with the attendant benefits of improved motivation and self-esteem.  
 

(ii) A high support pedagogy 
 

Any pedagogy that aims to engage learners with challenging texts needs to be 
maximally supportive especially in its early phases. SL uses a predictable teaching 
sequence that sets all students up for success in their reading and writing by making the 
ʻground rulesʼ for participation in classroom interactions very explicit (Cowey, 2005:4-6). 
Adequate orientation to textual meaning is essential if students are going to be able to 
decode, understand and later ʻappropriateʼ language in their own speech and writing. 
Questioning strategies are distinctive in this pedagogy. Teachers need to ensure that 
learners can answer any questions they are asked, especially in early stages of the 
sequence. Setting all students up ʻfor successʼ is crucial for all learners but particularly 
those low-level learners who may have experienced minimal success in language-
based tasks. 
 

(iii) Principles of integration & spiral learning 
 

The same text is revisited many times and at different levels, so learners ʻreturn with a 
differenceʼ throughout the teaching sequence. This allows the same text to be used for 
meaningful decoding tasks, language analysis, spelling work and later for scaffolded 
writing. The selected text is the primary source for the language studied throughout the 
reading, spelling and writing stages of the sequence. Using the same text throughout 
the sequence enables students to make meaningful connections between the four 
macroskills which are treated as interdependent in SL, rather than separated out as they 
sometimes are in other language teaching approaches.  
 

(iv) A functional model of language 
 

SL works with a functional model of language. This model takes meaning as its starting 
point and maps structures such as phrases and clauses onto units of meaning (Halliday 
and Hasan, 1985). Hallidayan linguistics is richly contextualized and teachers use their 
knowledge of ʻtext in contextʼ to structure learning more effectively for students (Martin & 
Rose, 2005). Within the sequence teachers move from ʻmacroʼ levels of attention, 
looking at text field,  structure and purpose for example, when introducing a text to 
students down through ʻmesoʼ level work on paragraphs, cohesion and coherence and 
then to micro levels of attention to sentences, clauses, phrases, words, morphemes and 
phonemes – always within the context of the selected text. Studentsʼ attention to 
language is distributed across the whole of the teaching sequence so that they focus on 
the knowledge about language that is relevant to the language learning task at hand. In 
this way grammar is put in the service of language learning rather than taking on a life of 
its own as it often can do in language learning curricula. A functional grammar in itself 
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doesnʼt preclude the implementation of decontextualised grammar lessons but it is more 
orientated to a sociocultural approach to language learning and teaching that 
recognizes that language varies according to context and purpose, and thus is 
necessarily the model used in SL. 
 

(v) A sociocultural theory of learning 
 
SL was developed in direct response to the widely accepted understanding that the 
classroom is a social environment where patterns of discourse and behaviour are 
learned by some but not necessarily taught to all. (Gray, 1998). Whilst the valuing of the 
linguistics and cultural diversity of learners in our classrooms is necessary, as well as 
the expansion of an understanding of the role of learner identity in the learning process, 
currently schools reward proficiency and performance in Standard Australian English 
and behaviours associated with a middle-class Anglocentric culture. Those learners 
whose home culture and linguistic behaviours differ from those rewarded in mainstream 
classrooms need to be explicitly taught the valued discourse and behaviours of the 
classroom if there is to be equity of access to educational opportunities. As Cowey 
(2005) argues, such students need to be taught the ʻground rulesʼ of participation in 
dominant discourses. SL is deliberately structured ʻto apprentice students into the 
particular learning tasks and texts rewarded by schoolingʼ (Culican, 2006). 
 

(vi) A defined sequence of steps 
 
The teaching that realises the preceding five principles consists of a sequence of 
carefully orchestrated steps which must be taught in sequence, and using a prescribed 
method within each step. What follows is a description of that teaching sequence with a 
brief description of the method within each step, as it was introduced to ESL teachers in 
the Project. Each step in the sequence is contextualized with comments from teachers 
and evaluation of adaptations needed for ESL students. In the interests of clarity of 
presentation, we identify the steps of the teaching sequence presented to teachers as 
ʻInputʼ and the responses as ʻUptakeʼ.  
 
3. The SL teaching sequence  
 
(i) Text Selection  
SL as it was originally developed and currently presented as both Accelerated Literacy 
and Scaffolding Literacy is structured around the use of narrative texts, and the teaching 
of language as it used in narrative writing. Although the SL adaptation Learning to Read: 
Reading to Learn (Rose and Acevedo, 2006) uses non-narrative texts the teachers in 
the Project were introduced to the sequence through narrative texts. 
Input 
The text selected for work in classrooms is very important because this is the resource 
that students use as the basis for all oral and written work. As Gray, Cowey and Rose 
(1996) say, 
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 “It is essential that texts selected for reading contain more language features than the 
learner can currently read without support, but not so many new features as to cause 
overload.” : 4  
 
In addition the text should contain good examples of literate language so that the 
language analysis work in the sequence is dealing with rich and meaningful examples of 
language use. For example a narrative would need to include vivid descriptions of 
setting or character, passages focussed on a characterʼs thoughts and feelings, 
dramatic dialogue, suspenseful or emotive language, powerful imagery and so on.  
 
Uptake 
Teachers in the project valued the engagement with literate language that texts of this kind 
provided for their students, as well as the motivating force the selection of more age-appropriate 
texts provided for students. Texts that are culturally inclusive and representative of the broader 
ESL community were recommended by the teachers. As one teacher said: ‘It’s important that we 
choose books that show we (schools) value achievements and contributions from a wide range of 
authors and illustrators’ 
Selecting the right text did however prove to be especially challenging in ESL classrooms where 
students not only have different levels of ability but also different cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds. 
A broader issue for participants concerned the sole focus on narrative. Teachers participating in 
our project were keen to use the strategies with non-narrative texts, identifying these as ones ESL 
students more often require help with. Student preferences were also important, as one teacher 
noted: ‘I have kids who will only read non-fiction books’.  
 
(ii) Text Orientation 
Input 
Text Orientation is the first of three steps in the sequence that focus on reading the selected text. 
Its aim is to bridge any cultural and semantic gaps between the text content and the learners’ 
experiences. Rather than relying upon more familiar pre-reading prediction strategies such as 
questioning “What do you think this story is about?” “What do you think will happen next?”, the 
students are ‘told’ the text in a story telling mode. Teachers can draw on the illustrations (with 
younger readers’ books), the story’s meaning and even some of the author’s language in their 
oral-telling of the story. Teachers are encouraged to use the wordings of the text, especially those 
likely to be difficult for students, in their orientation to the text so that students are better able to 
predict these when they read the text later. Once the teacher has talked about the text with 
students, s/he reads the text to them.  
 
Uptake 
ESL teachers found Text Orientation both challenging and sometimes surprisingly enjoyable for 
their ESL learners. As one put it, “Once you get into this, it’s much more fun than Guided 
Reading!” However, this teaching strategy presents a heavy load of oral language for ESL 
learners. Some participants felt that it needed to be more interactive and offer multimodal 
supports for students through visuals, gestures, sounds, smells and kinaesthetic experiences. For 
ESL students without well developed oral English, they need greater ‘message abundancy’ 
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(Gibbons, 2003). This could take the form of additional visual support in the form of concept 
maps, diagrams, event sequences and even pictures. One teacher acknowledged, “You need 
dynamic story telling skills and a lot of visual support to do this well’. Some even suggested that 
Text Orientation could be supplemented by talk in the students’ mother tongues. As one put it, 
“There’s a great opportunity here to have the parents do the orientation in the mother tongue and 
for the children to retell in the mother tongue”.  
However it was not just the linguistic gaps that the ESL teachers found needed more support 
with, but the cultural gaps, and certainly the gap between the cultural knowledge and experiences 
of the ESL learner and the selected text is likely to be larger than it is for most native English 
speakers. In this context, additional support is necessary if students are to create mental schemas 
relevant to the often complex and culturally specific worlds of narratives and other academic 
texts, so that the students are indeed working within their ZPD. Several teachers found that this 
gap is best closed by supplementing Text Orientation with field-building activities prior to the 
Text Orientation. One teacher included work on Australian foods and animals prior to a more 
formal Text Orientation on Possum Magic. Another prepared students to read a text about the 
Gold Rush by showing photos of street scenes in 1830’s Australia with horses and carts, bringing 
in a gold nugget and creating a timeline on the board to make the sequence of events in the text 
clearer for students when the Text Orientation was performed. 
 
(iii) Language Orientation 
Input 
After the story (or a chapter for longer texts) has been read to the learners, an excerpt of about a 
paragraph’s length is selected for closer study. The purpose of Language Orientation is to 
prepare students for fluent reading of the extract, to promote understanding of meanings of 
wordings and to talk about the author the language choices the author has made. However, 
because later writing activities will build on text patterns in the extracts studied, teachers choose 
extracts that will provide good models for writing. During Language Orientation, the teacher 
talks learners through the wordings of the extract, guiding them to identify these and making 
explicit why particular words and phrases were chosen by the author (the role they play in the 
story). Questions are formulated to ensure that students will be able to answer them. In early 
stages of the sequence, questions are relatively closed and teachers use a highly supportive 
questioning strategy. The first step is to preformulate the question to enable students to identify 
meaningful units in the text and, once students have responded, the teacher will expand on these, 
reconceptualizing their answers, broadcasting these expanded responses to the whole group. For 
example, the teacher talk around the opening sentence from ‘The Fox’ by Margaret Wild may 
sound like this: 
 

 (Preparation or preformulation) ‘The first sentence of the story gives a lot of information 
about the characters in the story and where the story is set. The sentence starts by telling us 
where the characters are running ‘Through the charred forest’ Can you find those words in the 
text? 

(Identification) Students underline the words in the text, a student may demonstrate on 
OHT 

(Elaboration or reconceptualisation) ‘The word charred means burnt so what do we know 
has happened to the forest? Students respond bushfire using knowledge gained in the Text 
Orientation. 
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and this gives us an important clue as to why these two characters find themselves 
together…’ 
 
In this way, students are set up not only to identify the wordings of the extract but their deeper 
significance. The language of the extract becomes a shared meaning potential for the whole 
group. By the end of a successful Language Orientation, students should be able to read the 
extract with increased fluency and independence. Language Orientations can be carried out on a 
number of selected excerpts from the text. 
 
Uptake 
The teachers were impressed by the way in which LO enabled teacher talk to become student 
talk. As one teacher put it, “This is a real confidence builder for shy children. I’m modelling the 
answers I want, which they can repeat”. 
The teachers were struck by the fact that it built language awareness in students in the context of 
meaningful talk about challenging texts. One participant commented on the power of the 
teaching sequence itself to this point and the way that its predictable routines helped students to 
be clear about what they were expected to do in each step of the sequence. “I think the routine 
and repetition is really valuable because they (students) have clear expectations”. 
 
However, additional challenges  emerged in implementation of this strategy especially for early 
phase learners. The Project identified that ESL learners face more syntactic challenges than 
native-speakers and often different ones too. Some participants suggested that additional work – 
perhaps in a ‘side bar’ to Language  Orientation – was needed for ESL students. Some of the 
linguistic ‘areas of need’ identified included: 
(a) Tense and aspect (e.g. differences between present perfect – ‘I have gone’, present 
continuous – ‘I am going’ and present simple – ‘I go’). 
(b) Cohesive devices such as reference (‘a girl’ – ‘the girl’ – ‘she’) and other devices which 
presuppose earlier wordings (as in ellipsis and substitution). 
(c) Prepositional phrases (especially abstract ones and phrases embedded in phrases (e.g. ‘There 
is cynicism after the failures of the first three marriages of all three of Edward’s siblings’). 
(d) Phrasal verbs eg. ‘give up’, ‘give over’ give in’ or phrasal verbs with more than one particle 
added, e.g. ‘get on with it’ ‘get in to it’, ‘get out of it’). 
(e) Colloquial language and ‘shades of meaning’ created through metaphor, intensifiers, irony. 
(f) The definite and indefinite article (the meaning of ‘the’ and ‘a’ before nouns). 
 
Many teachers noted that they themselves only became aware of these areas as specifically 
challenging for their ESL learners as a result of doing the careful analysis and talk about 
language that the LO requires of the teacher. The question and answer routine described above 
took both the ESL teacher and the students into layers of meaning which they might miss 
ordinarily. As one teacher said, “Analyzing text closely reveals layers/ strategies/ effects that 
even you (me!) as a skilled ‘proficient’ reader hitherto missed.”   
Strategies such as Language Orientation are powerful because they enable ESL to participate in 
the meanings of an extract and also to understand more about the function and effect of the 
author’s language choices. In the words of Freebody and Luke, they become ‘text participants’ 
(Freebody and Luke 1990). 
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(iv) Transformations 
Input 
Once students are reading the focus excerpt with more than 90% accuracy, ie no more 
than one miscue in ten words, they can move onto the next step in the sequence – 
Transformations -  where there is now a micro focus on sentences and their constituent 
meaning chunks, albeit always with reference to the relation the sentences have to the 
overall text and its meaning.  
In Transformations, one or more sentences from the Language Orientation excerpt are 
written on strips of cardboard and students are guided into segmenting these into units 
of meaning. Students identify and cut off sentence elements in response to teacher 
questions such as:  
 

ʻThis part of the sentence tells us when the story began ʻOn a dark windy nightʼ. 
Can you cut off those words in the sentence that tell us when the story began?ʼ.  
 

When the sentence has been segmented into its meaningful components, usually its 
constituent clauses and phrases, the students can now physically manipulate the 
language under discussion. The teacher might focus on the effect on the reader if one 
part of a sentence is left out, asking questions such as ʻWhat happens if we leave this 
word or group of words out? Does it still make sense? Whatʼs missing? What donʼt we 
know if it is left out? What if we put it at the end of the sentence? Does that change the 
meaning?ʼ and allowing the students to manipulate the sentence accordingly. 
ʻTransformingʼ the sentence helps students understand the language choices writers 
make: why a meaning unit is included and how things can be altered and still make 
sense, but affect meaning.  
 
Uptake 
The teachers really ʻtook toʼ Transformations, many claiming that it was a natural ESL 
strategy anyway, as it involved close work on particular wordings. It also enabled 
teachers to assess what students had been able to take on during the explicit language 
talk of theLanguage Orientation and what still needed work. As one put it, “The strategy 
helps you understand more quickly exactly what it is they donʼt know”. Certainly both 
observations in the field by the Literacy team and teacher evaluations showed that 
Transformations is a powerful strategy for enabling ESL students to segment and re-
order language forms in one or more sentences of extracts they can already read 
fluently. It helps them see what the elements mean, how they can be put together and 
broken apart and the consequences of moving them around. 
 
However there were some challenges arising from this strategy for ESL students 
especially when manipulating word order in a sentence. For example, we cannot ask 
questions like ʻDoes this make sense?ʼ or ʻDoes that sound right?ʼʼ of an ESL student as 
we do with other students (whose oral English skills can be taken for granted). They 
donʼt necessarily know what makes sense or what sounds right because they donʼt yet 
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speak English fluently and cannot draw on the same syntactic awareness as native 
speakers. As one teacher explained this, ʻTheyʼre simply not sure whether it does sound 
rightʼ. This means the talk around Transformations for ESL learners needs to be more 
like telling than questioning, as in: ʼWe  can put this group of words at the end of the 
sentence but it changes the meaning in this way…ʼ rather than ʻCan we move this group 
of words to the end of the sentence? Does it sound right? Does it make sense?ʼ 
 

(v) Spelling 
Input 
The strategy of Transformations prepares the way for spelling. Spelling words are taken from the 
excerpts of text used in the sequence so far and that the learner can read fluently and 
comprehend. At this stage the learners are explicitly shown how to look at words so that they can 
see chunks and common letter patterns in words. They need to be able to do this to effectively 
decode in the flow of reading, and they need to do this to develop efficient spelling strategies.  
For example, students need to be able to see that the simple word ‘tell’ consists of two chunks ‘t / 
ell’ and that a more complex word like ‘teacher’s’ may have five or four chunks, ‘t / ea / ch / er / 
‘s’  or  ‘t / each / er / ‘s’.  Learners who have been used to trying to memorise words letter by 
letter using letter names, or learners who sound out and write what they hear, need this support to 
develop a more effective visual memory for spelling words.  In short, they need to learn ‘how to 
look at words properly’, seeing the chunks into which they fall. Meaning and context remain 
crucial supports in this step of the sequence and the text is always available for the learner to 
check in if a word is forgotten during the spelling activities. 
 
Uptake 
Some ESL teachers in the Project felt the spelling stage was not always necessary especially if 
their ESL students were not struggling with spelling. However, where spelling is part of the 
sequence, teachers felt that ESL students would benefit from an additional focus on 
pronunciation aspects of unfamiliar words. Most felt that spelling work at this stage should be 
based on morphemic principles– root words and affixes, eg. teach-er and problematic derivations 
(- ation or – ogy) and that this gives ESL learners in particular the capacity to generalize from the 
instance (the letter pattern) to the system (morphology) more effectively. By using words they 
can read and understand, the students can also expand their vocabulary through building 
functional word families (eg. looking at how adjectives are formed from nouns beauty – 
beautiful), understand English syntax (eg. the addition of ‘s’ in plurals) and establish ‘rules’ for 
English spelling. (eg. live + d). With this suggested expansion on what is classically covered in 
the Spelling step of the SL sequence the ESL teachers in the project responded more felt the step 
would be more accurately called Word Study. 
 
(vi) Text Patterning  
Input 
In Text Patterning, the focus begins to widen out once more from word level work to a meso 
focus at sentence and paragraph level. At this stage of the sequence students are guided to draw 
on the structure and language patterns of the text they have been working on in the sequence to 
create their own piece of writing. The process is carefully scaffolded, moving from shared 
reconstructed writing (in which the extract is recreated by both teacher and students based on a 
writing plan) to patterned writing (in which students plan for and produce their own text, 
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innovating on the meaning patterns used in the original).  In this way, the text itself now 
scaffolds the writing along with the teacher but students are free to apply these syntactical 
patterns to their own interests and interests. 
 
Uptake 
Text Patterning proved to be an invaluable strategy for ESL learners because they could draw on 
the powerful literate forms of an author’s language, innovating on this in their own writing. 
 Observations in the field and collected work samples clearly demonstrated this. Students could 
see not only what to write but how to write it as well. It gave students more incentive to write, 
especially those who usually resist writing. As one teacher put it:  
‘With the patterned writing they were prepared to take the initiative even though they usually 
hate writing. One of them took his introductory paragraph that we had done in ESL and used this 
as the introduction to a class story he was doing back in the classroom. It was the first time he’d 
ever completed a story for his class teacher’.  
 
The Year 5 student she refers to, Rizar, had come to Australia as a refugee from Afghanistan one 
year earlier. His English literacy skills were well behind the rest of the class and he was 
becoming increasingly disruptive both in the classroom and on the playground. He usually 
refused to write in the mainstream classroom and was very reluctant in the ESL withdrawal 
situation as well, where he and another Afghani boy worked with the ESL three times a week. 
The teacher was using The Gizmo by Paul Jennings with the boys as part of her implementation 
of the SL sequence, in contrast to the levelled readers she had been working with previous to her 
involvement with the project. After working through the sequence, using the opening paragraph 
of the story for her LO and Transformations work, she constructed a writing plan that resulted in 
the following story orientation written by Rizar. 
 
I have never stolen anything before. That’s why I am not feeling so good. I think I am going to be 
sick all over the stall. I look at the electric gizmos all laid out for people to buy. What if I spew 
up just as I am taking something? What if I vomit right when I lean over the counter? Everyone 
at the market will look. The police will grab me. They will tell my father. It will be in the papers. 
  The opening passage of the student’s text ‘I have never been in a war before. That’s why I am 
scared. I think I am going to die. I look at my enemy. It looks like they have more infantry and 
better weapons. What if I get shot? What if I die? My family will cry.  My lands will be seized. 
My wealth will be taken. My family will be in rags with no food.’   
 
In many ways Rizar’s writing summarizes the enormous potential of the SL pedagogy in ESL 
contexts. Here we have an 11 year old boy whose struggles with the English language are 
preventing him from partaking effectively in the mainstream learning in his classroom, but also 
preventing him from expressing important emotions and experiences. By working on a text that 
was age-appropriate, Rizar became engaged in the task. By working with a text that used good 
narrative techniques that were explicitly taught to him, Rizar was able to construct a text that 
introduced his own narrative in a powerful and literate way. Yet Rizar’s story was no mere copy 
of Paul Jenning’s story. Set in another time and place and with a tenor so completely different 
from that of The Gizmo, Rizar took the syntactic structure that had been so carefully modelled 
and explained to him in Text and Language Orientation and Transformations and used it to tell 
Rizar’s story. For the first time his ESL teacher and his classroom teacher heard Rizar’s voice. 
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4. Conclusion 
 
Those teachers who participated in the SL project were overwhelmingly positive about the 
experience, especially its ability to both support and enthuse students in their writing. As one 
teacher expressed this: ‘It’s a good model – what I’ve done so far has led to kids’ increased 
willingness to participate and take risks.’ Being able to take risks with English and to give 
expression to one’s voice as Rizar has is crucial to development. Children know when they have 
produced a good piece of writing and SL enables them to do this. The teachers involved in the 
Project were unanimous in their enthusiasm for SL pedagogy in their ESL classrooms and all felt 
they would continue to use the sequence once the Project was over. One said, “I love the 
strategies in the sequence; I think it’s exciting teaching”.  
 
However, it was important for ESL teachers to give voice to the specificity of their students’ 
starting points and needs in the process of this trial, and to also identify what the SL pedagogy 
doesn’t teach and suggest ways in which could better meet the needs of ESL learners. The 
suggested innovations on the sequence which value-add for ESL learners whilst still maintaining 
the essential DNA of the SL pedagogy are summarised as follows: 

1. There is a need to include non-narrative texts in the SL pedagogy along with examples of 
how the talk and questioning around non-narrative texts would sound in the LO and TO 
stages, as well as what areas of language use specific to particular genres would need to 
be examined in Transformations and how would these translate to patterned writing. 
There is clearly a need for further research in this area. 

2. It would be desirable to include ‘cultural inclusivity’ as a selection criteria for the text 
selection 

3. There is a positive case for the inclusion of the linguistic and cultural resources of the 
students and their families, particularly in the early field building stages of the sequence 

4. There is a need to incorporate more field building experiences into the sequence, both 
within the steps themselves, but also as a stand alone additional step at the beginning of 
the sequence 

5. The need to incorporate greater ‘message abundancy’ in building understandings of 
language and of the context of challenging texts, particularly through the use of 
multimodal props in the LO and TO 

6. The provision of supplementary ‘clinics’ on areas of language that ESL students find 
problematic, particularly as a support after the TO 

7. The need to shift the questioning in Transformations from ‘Does this sound right?’ to 
‘This sounds right because…’ 

8. The expansion of the Spelling step to encompass lexical study and pronunciation 
 
Beyond the specifics of the literacy pedagogy, the ESL teachers made it clear in professional 
conversations and in group feedback that language teaching isn’t always the main role of the 
ESL teacher and that there are other facets of the job involving cultural awareness, advocacy and 
emotional support that are vital. They felt that SL offered them a valuable pedagogy to deal with 
one aspect of their responsibilities to the learners in their care. It is not a substitute for other 
language and pastoral responsibilities they have as ESL teachers.  
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The Project clearly highlighted the potential of Scaffolding Literacy in ESL contexts. Its 
underlying principles, its essential DNA, map well onto the language learning needs of ESL 
learners. Whilst the ACT project threw the specific needs of ESL learners into greater relief, we 
believe that the innovations it offers do not corrupt that DNA but rather open the powerful 
potential of the pedagogy to a new cohort of learners and teachers and thus to new evolutionary 
paths.  
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