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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
Otara: The Learning Community (O:TLC ) is one of a number of schooling improvement initiatives situated in South Auckland. Two major foci within the O:TLC framework are writing for teachers in years one to eight and reading comprehension for teachers in years four to eight. This paper reports on the second year of the writing initiative and follows on from the work in progress paper entitled Teachers learning from student achievement data in writing presented at the NZARE conference in 2004. 

During 2004 and 2005, focus groups of teachers reflected on their learning about writing as a result of close examination of student achievement data. In the initial phase during 2004, teachers’ comments suggested that they had gained in confidence in teaching writing and about their knowledge of the writing process and competence in implementing instructional approaches and strategies.

The broad goals of O:TLC for the 2004 initiative remained current for 2005. These were:
· To raise student achievement and progress in writing.
· To develop strategies that focus on raising the achievement of boys and Maori and Pasifika students.
· To develop teacher content and pedagogical knowledge in the teaching of writing.

· To help teachers become more confident and competent in analysing, interpreting and using student achievement data.

· To use student achievement data to inform the writing programme.

· To inform the parent community of student achievement in writing.

· To up skill and inform Otara Board Forum members in the teaching of writing.

During 2005, the second year of the writing initiative, cluster wide data on student achievement in six schools in writing was gathered in March and September. As in 2004, a common specific purpose for writing was selected for the assessment samples across the schools. In 2004, for years one and two, the purpose was writing a personal recount and for years three to eight an argument. The writing purpose selected in 2005 for all year groups was character writing. The ‘purpose’ was constrained by the range texts exemplified in the New Zealand Curriculum Exemplars: English – Writing. After analysis of the 2005 baseline data, using the New Zealand Curriculum Exemplars: English – Writing, professional development in character writing was facilitated by TEAM Solutions (Faculty of Education, University of Auckland School Support Services), continued in individual schools. At the beginning of the initiative, student and teacher attitudes to writing and the teaching of writing were ascertained by the school. This information was again gathered during the latter part of 2005 towards the end of the research project.

THE RESEARCH PROJECT 
Purpose of research

The decision to focus the professional development initiative on writing within the O:TLC arose from an awareness that, as indicated in the NEMP (2002) data, writing achievement of New Zealand students is not commensurate with reading achievement. As for reading, the disparity between high and low achievers is marked and that Maori and Pasifika students and students in low decile schools are disproportionately represented in the ‘tail’ of achievement.

Until relatively recently, however, there has been little research or professional development in the teaching of writing New Zealand. As recently as 1999, a study into teachers being interviewed on the influences on their writing programmes reported that they had not been involved in professional development work on writing in the last fifteen years (Aikman 1999). Neither had they had many opportunities for professional discussions on the issues surrounding the teaching of writing, either formally or informally. Yet professional development for teachers is essential if students are to become successful readers and writers (Literacy Taskforce Report, 1999). In order to teach the strategies and understandings, students need to be able to write effectively in a range of text forms, and teachers need to have an explicit knowledge of grammar and structures of language (Ministry of Education, 1996). Furthermore, teachers need a meta-language in order to describe and discuss language and be able to include it as a natural part of their teaching. As stated in Exploring Language “the ability to describe language in terms of text and grammatical features is invaluable because it enables them to focus precisely on the means by which writers shape and manipulate our thoughts and feelings” (p165). Smith and Elley (1997) argue also for the importance of teachers underpinning writing programmes with research and yet, as they state, there is a paucity of research on teaching of writing, especially in New Zealand. 

While the ultimate aim of the O:TLC writing initiative is raising student achievement in writing, the specific focus for this research project was to investigate whether an intensive focus on students’ writing achievement has enabled teachers to see themselves as researchers of their own practice, and to become more aware of and confident in their own knowledge and practice of writing. 

Evidence on which to base teaching decisions has become a cornerstone of effective practice in education in recent times. Such evidence is not only evidence from national and international exemplary research as in the ‘Best Evidence Syntheses reports commissioned over the past few years (for example: Alton-Lee 2003a, Franken & McComish, 2003b; Biddulph, Biddulph & Biddulph, 2004) but also evidence from careful assessment of students to establish learning strengths, needs and interests ( Timperley & Parr, 2004). As Kincheloe (2003) has argued, teachers need to be seen as researchers and knowledge workers. He states that teachers should be skilled inquirers and researchers and see their practice as evidence based. They need to collaboratively reflect on their professional needs and current understandings.

Robinson (2003) concurs with Kincheloe that teachers need to become researchers on their own practice teachers and gives three reasons why. They can be summarized as:

a) The ethical obligation of teachers to continually review the decisions they make about how and what to teach in order strengthen the connection between quality teaching and the level and quality of student achievement;

b) The contextualized nature of teaching requires teachers to be skilled inquirers. Teachers need to make evidence based decisions about how to adapt ‘best practice’ to their own context.

c) Teacher research is a highly effective form of professional development. Professional development is most effective when it is job embedded evidence based and collegial.

Robinson (ibid) argues that teachers specifically need to intensively investigate their own teaching in relation to student achievement. However, as she observes, most teachers are unaccustomed to providing evidence as the basis of their teaching or discussing such evidence with colleagues. 

Robinson (2003, p.28) furthermore asserts that professional development is most effective when it is evidence based, closely related to practice, and enhanced through collegial discussion. Research on one’s own and others’ practice can also ensure that professional development has relevancy and a sense ownership which have been identified as a critical factors for teacher professional development (Hill, Hawk and Taylor, 2002; Poskitt ,2001).

Recently, research on professional development has highlighted the role of professional learning communities in developing a sense of community and providing a forum for discussion through which participants construct shared meanings (Robertson, 2005). Robertson (ibid) claims that such collegial constructs are particularly powerful in nurturing leadership in educational contexts. She argues that teachers and schools need to ask and debate such questions as “How effective are we? How do we know? Where do we want to be? Do we need to change? How will we know when we have got there?” (Robertson, 2005 p198). Such questions she posits as pivotal in bringing about change in schools. Professional learning communities within which teachers have shared understandings and collegially developed goals have been demonstrated to result also in improved student achievement (Timperley, 2003, Timperley 2004). However, as Lovett (2002) argues, in order that professional discussions will become professional development, professional learning communities require commitment and mutual respect. She asserts that trust must be established if teachers are to move beyond their comfort zones to enable essential risk taking so that such forums are challenging learning environments and not solely nurturing. 

Two recent studies provided further justification for the professional development writing programme. One study (Symes, Jefferies, Timperley & Lai, 2001) evaluated a professional development programme in literacy in a South Auckland school. The authors maintain that effective professional development has three essential elements: be ‘on site”; incorporate a balance of support and challenge; and have a consistent focus on student achievement. The O: TLC writing professional development incorporates all three of these elements. The second study demonstrated the importance of schools aggregating and collating writing data in order to inform programme review, and of using externally referenced benchmarks against which to evaluate student achievement (Millward, Neal, Koefoed, Parr, Lai, & Robinson, 2001). Aggregating data and evaluating against externally reference benchmarks and establishing short-term local goals as benchmarks has been a focus of this initiative too, and of the professional dialogues that are the basis for the focus group discussion. 

For the teachers in this study, focusing investigation and discussion on the writing achievement of their own class went some way to meet the criteria of ‘relevancy and ownership’ (Hill, Hawk and Taylor 2002; Poskitt 2001). It was anticipated that they would be more likely to challenge and extend their own learning as they collaborate within established, and mutually supportive, collegial relationships. Through a focus on, and a discussion of, students’ writing achievement, it is anticipated that teachers in this study will have the opportunity to investigate their own practice and deepen their understanding of the writing process. This approach to professional development sought to develop further the capabilities of teachers as practitioner-researchers through a focus on student achievement, and to test the effectiveness of their teaching against student achievement data and modify their practice accordingly. At the heart of this study were decisions about the levels and sublevels of the writing samples negotiated by class teachers working at the same year level both within and across schools.

Thus the professional development initiative provided the challenges that contribute to teachers become skilled enquirers who can become “catalysts for an evidence-based teacher learning culture”, as proposed by Robinson (2003, p28) through 

i. providing teachers with high quality opportunities to learn the skills required to collect, interpret and use evidence about the links between heir teaching and the learning of their students, and 

ii. developing a teacher culture in which evidence-based discussion of the quality of teaching and learning is an expected part of professional life.

The focus of this study is the development of teacher knowledge about writing and of a meta-language for writing. It examines the power of professional discussion to extend teachers’ understanding of writing and of writing instruction when focused on student writing. 
Specifically the research investigated:

· teachers’ perceptions of the role of a professional learning community, focused on student achievement data, to enhance their own professional knowledge and practice in the teaching of writing and outcomes for students;

· teachers’ perceptions of their own confidence and competence in teaching writing as a result of participation in a profession learning community; 

· teachers’ as researchers on their own practice.
METHODOLOGY 

Cluster moderation meetings 
During the second year of the initiative, cluster wide data on student achievement in writing in six schools was gathered in March and September. Area-wide moderation meetings were held after each school had marked and moderated their own samples. At the schools’ suggestion, teachers from years one to six attended each moderation meeting and were grouped at mixed year level tables. Previously teachers have been grouped with years one to three on one day and four to six at the next meeting. It was felt important for teachers to have a greater understanding of the issues involved in writing at levels other than the class level currently being taught by the teacher. In addition, at the September 2005 moderation meetings, all groups marked the same samples at the beginning of the moderation session. Considerable consensus was evident in the overall allocation of a level and sub-level to these samples. 

Standards for year groups across the cluster were determined through consultation with lead literacy teachers and facilitators based on English in the New Zealand Curriculum expectations and consideration of the 2004 baseline data. The standards are based on 66% of an age cohort achieving a particular level by the end of the year. Samples were marked using levels and sublevels based on the New Zealand Curriculum Exemplars. Sublevels (basic, proficient and advanced) were allocated according to the number of indicators evident in a piece of writing at a particular level. For example, if between four and nine indicators were achieved at level two the sample would score a 2B. This sub leveling process was devised locally. While there was not a theoretical underpinning for these divisions, this decision was guided by the asTTle subdivisions which are  based on an approximate increment of a third of the indicators being achieved at each sub level. The group also used PRE Level 1, and this was allocated to students who did not meet 80% of the indicators at level 1basic. Although not an official classification nor part of the New Zealand Curriculum English exemplars, the schools wanted to show a classification for those students who were writing but did not meet the criteria for Level 1 basic (1,i ). These decisions were all made in negotiation with the O:TLC writing management group.
Focus groups

During 2005, focus groups were held in five participating schools to provide the teachers with an opportunity to articulate their reflections on the process and the outcomes of the professional development and especially the moderation meetings. These were audio taped, transcribed and analysed for the themes and issues identified by the teachers. Focus groups were used as they have been shown to be powerful contexts within which participants and contributed opinions and understandings (Waldegrave, 1999).

Surveys of teachers and students attitudes to writing and the writing project

Schools also collected data in student attitudes and teacher attitudes. This information was collated for each school and area wide. Students and teachers completed attitude surveys at the beginning of 2004 and again at the end of 2005. Although these were not directly part of the research project, the results provided useful information for schools and are referred to provide triangulation of the data from the focus groups.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Student Achievement Data 
Although raising student achievement was the ultimate purpose and a goal for the O:TLC writing project, it was not specifically the focus of this study. However the data is presented here, assessed using the English Writing exemplars, to provide a background against which the teachers comments can be considered. Moderation of the ascribed levels was undertaken in the cluster group moderation meetings after each assessment time. 
The number of students in each data collection period was approximately 2000.

Table 1: Median levels of student writing across year groups in 2004 and 2005

	
	Year 1
	Year 2
	Year 3
	Year 4
	Year 5
	Year 6
	Year 7
	Year 8

	O:TLC writing standard 
	1P
	1A
	2B
	2P
	3B
	3P
	3A
	4P

	2004 baseline
	1B
	1B
	1P
	1A
	1A
	2B
	3B
	3B

	2004 end of year
	1B/1P
	1P
	1A
	2B
	2P
	2A
	3A
	4B

	2005 baseline
	PRE
	1B
	1P
	1P
	1P
	2B
	2A
	2A

	2005 end of year
	1B
	1P
	1P
	2B
	2P
	2A
	3A
	3A/4B


It is interesting to note that within a year all year levels improved at least one sub level, with the exception of year three students in 2005. Significant gains were achieved by the senior students (years four to six) in 2005. For example, the year five age cohort progressed from level 1P to level 2P within the year, and in year six from level 2B to level 2A within the year. Most groups progressed one sub level each year. This is the expected progress.

Of great concern to the teachers in the participating schools was the apparent decrease in levels from the end of 2004 to the beginning of 2005 (the 2005 baseline data). Explanations can only be tentative and hypothetical. It may be that ‘holiday attrition’ through lack of engagement in writing tasks over the long summer break had had an effect on student outcomes. It may be that the understandings and skills acquired through, and assessed in, specific text type (purpose for) writing did not transfer to another text type. During 2004, junior classes focused predominately on recounts and senior classes on writing an argument. The baseline data and consequent focus in 2005, at all year levels, was on character descriptions. 

On the other hand it may also be that teacher knowledge of writing and the writing process had led to greater precision in using the Exemplar criteria to establish levels. Was it that the moderation process had become more rigorous and meticulous? Each of these explanations has some validity as the reflections by the teacher suggest.

There was also considerable variation between schools as is evident in Table 2. For example in the median results in individual schools presented below in Table 2, it can be seen that in Year 5 the median data for the end of 2005, ranged from 1P to 3B.
Table 2: Median results for individual schools for the beginning and end of 2005 
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Variability can be seen further in the end of year 2005 schools achievement data graphed in relation to the O:TLC standard. In the 1 – 4 year groups, in two schools, the proportion of students reaching or exceeding the standard was close to target (66%). In the other schools fewer students had reached the standard.

Figure 1 Proportions of students writing at or above expectations across schools at the end of 2005
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However, reference back to Table 2 demonstrates that by the end of 2005 there is evidence that there has been some improvement in student achievement with median levels in some cases only a sublevel below the O: TLC standard established for 66% of the year group.

TEACHER AND STUDENT ATTITUDE SURVEYS 

Although not originally designed to be a part of this study, teacher and student attitudes to writing, and teachers’ attitudes to the project, provide further insights into teachers’ reflections on the writing project. The teachers’ comments from the attitude survey provide further data to support the data from the focus groups to suggest that the process enabled them to become researchers into their own practice. Teachers were asked to indicate, in response to a number of questions, how much they had gained in knowledge and confidence over the two years in relation to the teaching of writing. These are not reported separately but a range of their comments are incorporated into discussion of the themes that arose from the focus groups reported below. An interesting outcome of the student attitude surveys was an increase of students who said that their teachers told them what they needed to do to improve their writing.

Table 3: Teachers’ gains in confidence in relation to assessing students’ writing using the English Exemplars: Writing
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This table indicates the number of points teachers shifted on a scale which asked them to indicate where they perceived themselves to be at the beginning of 2004 and at the end of 2005. For example, if a teacher indicated a two point shift, this means they will have rated themselves a three for their 2004 score and a five for their 2005 score. The majority of teachers indicated that they had moved either one or two points.
TEACHER REFLECTIONS: FOCUS GROUP AND ATTITUDE  SURVEY 

At the end of the first year of the study the discussions from focus groups were classified into on three broad categories. They were

1. teachers’ perceptions of their own knowledge of writing that developed through these discussions

2. teachers’ confidence and perceptions of their competence in teaching writing as a result of participation in a professional learning community; 

3. teachers’ perceptions of professional learning communities in which discussion is focused on student achievement data.

Teachers’ comments as they reflected on the overall professional development and interaction in professional group over the two years affirmed and enriched understandings from 2004. From these reflections emerged four major themes:

1. Teachers were more knowledgeable about the writing process, criteria for assessing writing, and writing pedagogy. They had developed a meta-language with which to interrogate their understandings of writing. They had investigated and refined their writing pedagogy as a result of close reading of children’s writing and challenging professional dialogue with colleagues over student achievement data.

2. Teachers were using criteria, rather than intuition as a basis for decisions about students’ writing: that is, they were ascribing levels was based on evidence. 

3. Teachers had come to value the process of professional dialogue and to gain insights into the process: both the challenges and the potential.

4. Teachers were becoming active in researching their own practice.

These four themes will be elaborated and discussed in the light of the evidence from teachers’ voices. 

1.Teacher knowledge
It is acknowledged that while we present this as teacher knowledge, it is more accurately perceptions of teacher knowledge. Without observation of and direct assessment of teacher knowledge it is not possible to make definitive statements. However teachers’ confidence, their sense of self efficacy and self perceptions in the context of the focus groups, and affirmed in the responses to the school based survey of attitudes to writing, is suggestive of enhanced knowledge. It was evident that teacher knowledge was both about the writing process and the teaching of writing.

Knowledge about writing process
Many of the teachers said  they realised that the writing project had been as much about their own learning as the children’s. As a one teacher said 

“I have learnt as much as the kids have”

and another

I have learnt a lot and I’m pleased with what’s happening with the children.
A deeper understanding of what constituted quality writing and greater confidence in identifying the criteria that could be used to describe the development of writing across increasing complexity and depth of the curriculum levels was articulated by most of the teachers. They were more confident about using the criteria of the English Curriculum Exemplars for writing because they had a clearer understanding of how the criteria described characteristics of writing and what constituted quality in writing. Teachers were more aware of how the specificity of this knowledge can inform effective teaching for student learning. Teacher’s views are exemplified by the following statements. 

You know what the child needs to achieve at the level and what they need to know to move on to the next level so you can point out to them what they’ve done well. You can tell them what they’re going to do next but you can also show them an example of a good recount.

I think I was more open with the kids about writing because before … I didn’t know what the next step was,  so I wasn’t going to tell them I didn’t know what the next step was but now with this I do. 

It also helps you to know what to teach…….you to know what to teach because you know what you’re looking for more, for example, trying to teach ‘ impact’ and looking at the way writers or authors[use impact], in narratives, finding good impact words and things like that and trying to incorporate them in writing.
Knowing about the specificity of the characteristics of different text types and a deeper knowledge of the purposes for writing was evident in the comments of many teachers. 
For me its just made me more confident in getting all the different types of text types on the board for the children to see and know what sort of genre[test type] this is and that…….. I’ve gained a lot of confidence from this moderation.
It’s definitely changed for ‘personal experience’ or ‘ recount’, we kind of have this chant that my class says before we start writing,”  it must be real and I must say how I felt” , ….. “How the event impacted on them” is definitely what I say before I teach.

“(I have) more in depth knowledge of text types” a response from the school based survey summed up this greater awareness of and confidence in using text types with students.

For many teachers greater confidence in their knowledge was evident in having a language to talk about writing both with colleagues and with students as a result of their collaborative investigation into students’ writing using the Exemplars. Many teachers made comments such as 

[it was helpful] having the knowledge of the language that had been used and knowing exactly what that meant and what it was in writing.

Just to know that conveying how someone is feeling is called voice and I didn’t know that before. ………. I don’t use that word with my little kids but you kind of know, you need to tell us how you feel in this and I wouldn’t have heard that before. 

or as this teacher said 

I wouldn’t have talked about audience or voice or impact before, the project has definitely taught me what those things are,  and what they mean and therefore you tend to bring that language  into your teaching and discussion with other teachers.
Knowledge about teaching writing 

For many teachers, greater understanding of the complexity of writing and an awareness of the development of writing through knowledge of the levels criteria and through examining their students’ writing closely has brought about changes in teaching practice. For most it was apparent in a greater sense of confidence in their writing programmes as expressed here

I definitely have a better understanding of where my writing programme is  going … I feel that the children have progressed more quickly this term because of that. I look at Term one last year I really wasn’t that sure.. and I think they’re making more progress now.

For some of the teachers this has meant attention to deeper features rather than a concentration on the surface features of writing. Comments such as the following were common.

…. I’m still making comments about things like spelling and punctuation because to me that’s still an important part, but now I’m also commenting on the sense, …   “is the sentence making sense” . I go a little bit more on the deeper features. I know that’s an area I need to work on personally but I’m definitely moving towards it.

For others the teaching of writing has become more purposeful and focused on children’s learning, as evident in these teachers comments

…It’s made me realise that our teaching has to be really, really focused ....….and purposeful, …..not just’ today I think I’ll do such and such’.

I tend to be a bit more systematic and make sure everyone knows there’s a full stop, everyone knows there’s a capital letter and move on but if a particular child needs something then you focus on that with them but whole class it’s a systematic approach.
I know now that be an effective teacher you need to know where they’ve [the students] have been where they’re at and where they’re going.

The words ‘explicit” and ‘deliberate’ arose frequently. There appeared to be a growing awareness that aspects of writing need to be explicitly taught to ensure all children engaged in learning about writing. That is, if students’ writing was expected to meet the criteria of the English Exemplars, then for many students this would require focused and explicit teaching as noted by these teachers. 
Definitely more explicit and focusing on one aspect of all of those things, instead of being kind of generally trying to pick up on where are your capital letters and full stops …….. we’re going to do this aspect of writing and then marking only for that aspect as well and then when they’ve got that, move on to the next one, its definitely more explicit.
     For me it’s the explicitness of the steps that you need to teach. Before I didn’t know that. I didn’t really know where to start. Now I definitively have got a good understanding of where I should start [with the students] and what the next step should be and I’m starting to see the results now.

I do the same amount of modeling as I did before bit it’s more focused and also whatever the focus is for writing I also revisit with the shared book.
This was summed up simply by one teacher as 

..my teaching is more focused now.
Greater knowledge how links between reading and writing could be used to reinforce understandings about aspects of writing was evident in the comments of some teachers. For example

… the quality is coming through because reading and writing are the same so when we read we look at the text deeply, the way the author writes and all those things and similes are coming through. I’m enjoying it as much as the children and they’re not just writing one sentence that we publish, some people have written three drafts and I’m happy about it. If we can do a good job with one piece of writing I have confidence that the next writing is going to be better. 

…bringing the shared books in too because you’re combining the reading and the writing together, makes you more detailed in your planning.
Teachers’ beliefs that their knowledge of the writing process and of teaching writing had been enhanced through the cluster wider moderation process and the professional development was further supported by comments made in the school based survey. When asked what they had gained teachers made comments such as

- Knowledge of how to teach [writing] effectively; more specific teaching 
- Making judgments about students’ writing

- Greater understanding of writing
- Confidence in my own knowledge and application

- Ability and confidence to talk about language features

- Ability and confidence to use exemplars
- Understanding the writing process 

- Using formative data to guide your teaching

- Understanding of the different language features and structure of different writing
  genres[text types]

and these reflected greater enthusiasm for teaching writing, such as

I enjoy teaching writing now!

These comments reinforce the role close and collaborative attention to students’ writing, supported by professional development, played in fostering knowledge about writing.
Evidence based decision making 

From both observation of the moderation cluster discussions and from teacher comments, it was clear that teachers were basing their leveling decision on specific evidence from the student’s writing. This was not apparent in the early moderation workshops. Many teachers made comments such as
… the second time[year]  we knew what we were looking for and we just had to see if it was there. So it was a bit more of an informed and a bit more focused discussion. 

and

I think people,  early on,  were going on their own experience of writing rather than what was the benchmark, and the criteria… but now they are more focused on the criteria, and  what they’re looking at which gives a clearer picture 

Prior to engaging in the project it appeared that many teachers were not confident about assessing writing at all, and indeed had little understanding of the expectations of writing at particular developmental levels. A number of responses alluded to greater confidence in assessment of writing and knowledge of the criteria of quality writing. 

This teacher’s statement summed up the sentiments expressed by many.

I feel more confident about assessing students’ writing.
Which was further explained by another 

and I think that’s the thing that was highlighted for me , is that you’ve got to keep referring back to the exemplars when you’re unsure about a piece of writing.
The greater confidence in assessment expressed in the focus groups was evident in the responses to a question in the school administered surveys. These further indicated that teachers were more likely now to attend to specific criteria when assessing students’ writing. 

 
- More confidence to analyse and interpret data

- More confidence in making judgments and using indicators
Valuing the place of professional learning communities

Professional dialogue was at the heart of the project. Intra and inter school moderation provide the context for debate and discussion about writing during the negotiation of levels through the moderation process. Observation of early cluster group moderation during 2004 suggested that the decision process was not always informed by robust examination and discussion of the criteria of the writing exemplars. However towards the end of the second year (2005) these discussions were becoming rigorous and evidence based. Teachers became more aware not only of the need to refer to the criteria but were more knowledgeable about what the criteria represented.

The following comments exemplify those made by many of the participants.

I felt quite lost with all the indicators and things. The first time looking at it, it was quite overwhelming……compared to last year there was more justification for why the level had gone up or come down [in the cluster moderation].
I still don’t kind of understand but at least I can see their [colleagues in the cluster moderation] reasoning. I mightn’t necessarily agree with it but at least I can see why

Informed discussion was aided by the facilitators providing explanations and demonstrating some of the less evident and difficult to clarify Exemplar criteria, thus providing a basis for considerable collegial discussion and mutual support. These teachers have evidently valued the opportunity to debate and clarify their understanding of the Exemplars through professional discussion.

I found really helpful the sheets with the explanations and also even the criteria sheets we were ticking…., it just made a lot more sense to me .and then listening to all of those other people and what they were saying, it just helped me, oh yes I get that.
We argued and I enjoyed that part. We had a teacher in our group who said’ just do it and be done with it’ …but I wasn’t going to just level it, I had to be sure and I asked the experts who were walking about things like that so it was good for me because I learnt.
We had a group that seemed to have quite a lot of very strong people, we weren’t kind of getting cross with each other but we were very willing to talk about things that we didn’t quite agree on… it was really good actually.

During the first year of moderation discussion, the process at times was fraught due to tensions created through group dynamics. It was evident that relationship issues can facilitate or hinder learning within discussion circles. Trust between members of a group had been identified earlier as a key factor in enabling honest focused discussion. Many teachers talked about the benefits of smaller groups where trust had already been established. As one teacher said 
I think it does help if you do have some kind of relationship,  like when we went late,  I actually went searching for a table where I knew people because I felt more comfortable and more confident to share or safer to share.

During the second year there was evidence of greater collegiality and focused purposeful discussion, nonetheless competitiveness between schools influenced open debate at times.

I don’t this it was nearly as much as it had been the first time but I still think there’s going to be an edge of competitiveness there no matter what you do and it’s the …everyone wants to do well, everyone wants their school to be seen as a high achieving school.
 There was no attacking people like last time but some of the groups there were definitely (competitive) 

Factors that influence the productivity and integrity of the cluster discussion were those previously identified: group structure and dynamics, personal relationships, mutual trust and respect and the need to overtly value teachers’ role in the process. Smaller groups, and cross level groups introduced were felt to enhance discussion and teacher learning. There was a strong feeling that it was important to hold moderation meetings during school hours and not late in the afternoon where they were perceived to be an ‘add-on’ to teacher workload rather than a valued integral aspect of ensuring evidence based and consistent approaches to assessment.

As these responses to the survey questions suggest, the opportunity for focused discussion with colleagues from other schools was a rare and valued experience. When teachers were asked about the benefits of the moderation meetings many teachers record comments such as these

· Forming a collegial empathy with teachers who have ‘challenging’ students

· Learning from others’ ideas
· Understanding needs across the area better
· Opportunity to discuss the similarities we are finding between schools and children
The words of this teacher summarized for her the benefits of cluster moderation groups.

I think it’s really good to get to know other people and other teachers and hear about how their children are going. You  can compare them to your children, if you’ve got a few people at your table that teach the same age as you, you just get a few more tips and then if you’ve got teachers that teach lower age groups than yourself, you just gain heaps from it. Well I have.
It takes us out of our comfort zones too when you mix with others … its perhaps challenging  …..I think it’s just good for professional development really.

Teachers as researchers on their own practice

The professional development project itself was not established as a research project, but it was evident, throughout the focus group discussions and to some extent in the school survey of teachers, that teachers were engaging in an action research process. In collaboration with colleagues they were identifying problems, formulating and reformulating tentative solutions, reflecting on the process and throughout refining their practice. They were, in Kincheloe’s (2002) terms, being researchers and knowledge workers.

Several teachers made comments that suggest that the process enabled them, in collaboration with peers, to look carefully at their own and others’ practice as expressed by this teacher

For me the moderation has given me something to work on.. without the moderation process I wouldn’t have done that … you get to look at [writing] samples from other schools and realize that their children can show voice through their writing.. so why can’t [my] children…I realize it’s because I haven’t taught them.
I thought it [the moderation process] was really helpful to me because they [my group of teachers] had an exemplar right there in front of me and it just made it  easier to mark a child’s piece of writing. It also showed what I needed to work on with the kids and the focus I needed to work my lessons around. 

A range of comments from the school based teacher survey also suggested that the teachers felt that they had been reviewing their practice, and they  had refined it as a result of the close scrutiny of students’ outcomes, professional development and the focused professional discussion. The following exemplified statements made when asked what they had gained from participation in cluster wide moderation meetings.

· Finding out how teachers at other schools teach literacy and hearing about or seeing similarities and differences

· Meeting other teachers who so willingly share their knowledge

· Ideas and suggestions to improve practice 

· Discussion with others about where children are

· Teaching to identified need

· Confident in using exemplars to level and to plan next steps

· Enjoyed talking to more experienced teachers

· Learnt to justify decisions
· Ideas for teaching specific text types

· Understanding of indicators increased with other’s viewpoints

· Great opportunities to check and consolidate understandings of marking criteria, eg impact, voice

· Ability to work together to level our children’s writing and to build a cohesive understanding of the exemplars and marking criteria

ISSUES AND CONCERNS

Notwithstanding the substantial evidence that the professional development project and specifically the cluster wide moderation meeting had had positive outcomes for teacher knowledge and confidence in teaching writing, a number of issues arose. 

Teachers in the focus groups expressed some concerns about the assessment and moderation process. For many teachers, especially those with junior classes, the one-off assessment of a students’ writing within controlled and unnatural conditions was felt not to be a valid assessment of writing. It was suggested that a sample from a piece of daily writing would be more appropriate and more indicative of the students’ writing process as proposed by these two teachers who said 

we should photocopy from the books because my kids freak out because they get this strange piece of paper. 
I always find that the writing sample is never as good as what is their book. It’s never a true representation of what they’re doing.

These concerns are representative of tensions inherent in the need for standardized assessment approaches versus validity of the process. The tension is how to ensure consistency while maintaining authenticity of the writing context. In resolving the dilemma, it is evident that there needs to be clarity about the purpose of the assessment and how the outcomes will be used.

Another aspect challenged by teachers was the requirement that students write a prescribed text type. Teachers of junior classes especially questioned the appropriateness of asking students who were beginning writers to write a character description. 
For Year 0/1 I think it’s best to be doing recounts …..because you’re teaching the kids to actually write. You’re actually wanting them to learn to write …... You want something where they can actually write a decent quantity of writing.
any of the other genres[text types] recount, character and all of that sort of stuff, they actually get stumped and they don’t actually end up getting anything like they become unable to get anything down. Remember at Year 1 and 2 you’re still teaching them the whole process of writing so the easiest way to do it is the simplest way of getting it.
Other teachers were concerned that using the Exemplars to guide teaching was like ‘teaching to the test’. However this was debated vigorously and alternative arguments posited. Some teachers felt that this was not necessarily a disadvantage because it was evident

Some teachers had definitely taught the children the structure well, the writing was well structured and then there were pieces of writing that rambled on for ages that were unstructured and very hard to look at. I think that’s one of the important things to know that children can learn structured writing at a fairly young age.
The dynamics of professional learning communities are clearly an issue that needs to be addressed if such contexts are to foster teachers’ frank and open review of student achievement and their own practice. Although the competitive element, apparent in the early moderation meetings in 2004 had largely dissipated, it was still evident as noted in this comment

It [the competition] has lessened but it’s still there, it’s always going to be. You are a school down the road from another school you want to be the best, nobody wants to feel like the bottom of the heap. 
There were also concerns about the effects of very assertive personalities who dominated discussion imposing their view.

The need for trust and mutual respect has been identified as critical if professional communities are going to bring about change in teacher practice and consequently student achievement (Lovett, 2002; Timperley 2003). It can be a characteristic of inter and intra school discussion as the discussion implies although unless  there it is accepted as pivotal for profession learning, and considered in the planning of such groups, optimal benefits may not accrue.

Another issue was the timing and structure of the cluster groups. The decision to move the moderation meetings from after-school to within-school time, indicated to the teachers that the process of focused dialogue was valued. It also meant that teachers were able to bring greater energy and commitment to the process at this time rather than after school. 
CONCLUSIONS  

The second year of the O:TLC writing project has confirmed the early indications from 2004 that the process of professional dialogue focused on student achievement, as a part of a professional development programme, can lead to positive outcomes for teachers. Teachers have expressed greater confidence in both their knowledge about writing and their understanding of effective writing pedagogy. Through using the English Exemplars criteria as a touchstone, they have developed a meta-language for writing so that discussions about the process, purpose and pedagogy of writing have resulted in a greater shared understanding of what constitutes writing indicative of an achievement level. Developing a shared language has enabled these conversations to be more frequent, meaningful and rewarding.

A number of researchers (for example Robinson, 2002; Hill, Hawk and Taylor 2002; Poskitt 2001) have demonstrated the power of professional development that is closely related to practice and evidence based. As Robertson (2005) has argued, teachers need to ask searching reflective questions of themselves and their practice. As Kincheloe (2003) and Robinson (2003) assert, teachers need to be researchers.

The teachers in this study have demonstrated through their reflections on the writing professional development, that they have been ‘researching their practice’. They have gathered data, that is student achievement data; analysed that data using the framework of the English Exemplars of writing; clarified and extended their knowledge of writing and the language of writing;  used this language to interrogate, debate and negotiate the student outcomes; shared, and challenged  the expertise of colleagues; problematised their own practice and formulated solutions and new approaches to refine their practice; and they have reflected on the process as a basis for future development. Thus this project appears to add further weight to the previous studies which show professional learning communities have the potential to support teacher professional development and to enhance student achievement. 

This study is not able to demonstrate that teacher practice has indeed changed. That should be evident through improved student achievement. The student achievement data gathered by the schools suggests that in some schools there has been considerable improvement, although this is variable both within schools and between schools. Raising student achievement cannot be instantaneous. Neither will it be the result of one-off initiatives. It must be an ongoing challenge.

In this study teachers’ perceptions of shifts in their own practice and student achievement are encouraging. Furthermore there is a commitment in the community to on-going review and refinement. During 2005, peer observations started and will be a focus for 2006. Thus building on mutual trust and respect encouraged and developed through the O:TLC project teachers will continue the ‘action research’ process, enhanced through collegial feedback and informed by their growing knowledge about writing. A number of the teachers in the cluster are enrolling in a graduate or postgraduate level paper through the University of Auckland, The Inquiring Teacher, which will further deepen their knowledge and encourage reflection. 

The words of four teachers would appear to summarize the project. 

it seems like everybody is on that learning curve, that steep one, the beginning teacher or one who’s been here 10 years
the whole thing for me has been really good. It’s stretched me and I’ve certainly become more focused in what I’m teaching and writing, and I firmly believe that if it wasn’t for this, I wouldn’t have the skills I have now. 

And finally one teacher asked

Why aren’t all schools doing this? They should be!”
REFERENCES

Aikman, M. (1999). Non-narrative writing. Unpublished thesis for a Master’s of Education degree, University of Auckland, Auckland: New Zealand.
Danielson, L. (2000). The improvement of writing: what research says, Journal of School Improvement, 1(1). Retrieved November 17. 2004, from http://www.ncacasi.org/jsi/2000v1i1/improvement 
Fleischer, C. (2004). Professional development for teacher-Writers, Educational Leadership, 62(2), 24-28.
Hattie, J. (2002). The Status of Reading in New Zealand Plenary presentation; New Zealand Reading Association: July: Christchurch July 7 – 10th .
Hill, J., Hawk, K., & Taylor, K. (2002). Professional development, What makes it work? SET: Research information for teachers, 2, 12-15.
Le Compte, M., & Preissle, J. (1993). Ethnography and qualitative design in educational research. San Diego: Academic Press.
Lovett, S. (2002). Teachers’ talk: the quality learning circle approach, SET: Research information for teachers, 1, 25-27.
Kincheloe, J. (2003). Teachers as researchers: Qualitative inquiry as a path to empowerment. London: Routledge Farmer.
Millward, P., Neal, R., Koefoed, W., Parr, J., Lai, M., & Robinson, V., (2001). Evaluating a literacy intervention at Dawson Road Primary School, SET: Research Information for Teachers, 2, 39-42.
Ministry of Education. (1996). Exploring language: A handbook for teachers. Wellington, New Zealand: Learning Media.
Ministry of Education. (1999). Literacy taskforce report. Wellington: Ministry of Education. 
Poskitt, J. (2001). Schools doing it for themselves: Successful professional development. SET: Research Information for Teachers, 1, 4-7.
Robinson, V. (2003). Teachers as researchers: a professional necessity. SET: Research Information for Teachers, 1, 27-29.
Smith, J., & Elley, W. (1997). How children learn to write. Auckland: New Zealand.Addison Welsey Longman.
Symes, I., Jefferies, L., Timperley, H., & Lai, M. (2001). Evaluating a new approach to professional development in literacy at Viscount School, SET: Research Information for Teachers, 2, 27-30.
Timperley, H. (2003). Shifting the Focus: Achievement information for professional learning – A summary of the sustainability of professional development in literacy: Parts 1 and 2. Wellington: Ministry of Education.
Timperley, H., (2004). Analysis and Use of Student Achievement Data: Final Evaluation Report Prepared for the Ministry of Education. Wellington, Ministry of Education .
Waldegrave, C. (1999). Focus groups: participation in poverty research. In C. Davison and M. Tolich (Eds.), Social Science Research in New Zealand: Many paths to understanding (p231-242). Auckland: Pearson Education.

� Faculty of Education, University of Auckland


� Faculty of Education, University of Auckland


� TEAM Solutions,  Faculty of Education, University of Auckland


�  TEAM Solutions , Faculty of Education, University of Auckland


� Dawson Road Primary School, Otara, Auckland 


� Mayfield Primary School, Otara, Auckland





PAGE  
2

