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Introduction

The development of ‘productive’ skills [writing, speaking, and presenting] and ‘receptive’ skills [reading, listening and viewing] are essential components in the English curriculum. This paper examines the place of productive and receptive skills in the current curriculum revisions. It presents a case for shaping the curriculum structure around productive and receptive strands in preference to strands based on text types subdivided into functions and processes.

Through an exploration of previous curriculum structures and emphases, this paper acknowledges the strengths that should be carried forward in the current curriculum revision process. This paper affirms that the major influences on current revisions should be centred on New Zealand experience in curriculum development and related assessment projects. In examining the dominant structures within the English in the New Zealand Curriculum document, this paper explores the roles of the written, oral and visual strands as well as the functions and processes. It provides a rationale and outline for restructuring the achievement objectives based on productive and receptive strands to achieve a simpler, more effective curriculum. Significant curriculum based developments in the National Assessment Strategy over the last decade provide a useful basis for achievement objectives revisions. A less crowded curriculum based on a two strand ‘production/reception’ approach could liberate the curriculum for teachers and have a positive impact on student learning and achievement in English, by creating a teacher friendly document that describes key student competencies and understandings in an integrated way. 

Examining curriculum structure

A sense of ownership

In any discussion of current English curriculum revisions, it is important to acknowledge the major influence of previous curriculum documents. The 1983 Statement of Aims placed the receptive and productive skills of understanding language and using it effectively as one of its main aims. The previous official syllabus statement for English had been contained in the Secondary Instruction Regulations of 1945, based on the aims for the teaching of English recommended in the Thomas Report. When W.L.Renwick, Director-General of Education, wrote in the foreword to the Statement of Aims that “a statement can be written which has grown out of what New Zealand teachers of English themselves think of about the teaching of English,” he made deliberate reference to ‘our’ syllabus, not one “influenced by the authoritative statements of people whose experience of teaching English was gained not in New Zealand but in the United Kingdom.”  Described not as a syllabus but a “syllabus guideline,” the Statement of Aims was not concerned with topics for study in English, but with how effective language learning, as reflected in the English curriculum, should be structured. 

The development of the Statement of Aims was a protracted process. The National English Syllabus Committee had spent from 1970 to 1972 examining the “state of English teaching in the light of current knowledge about the most effective ways of learning language.” The NESC’s Statement of Aims experienced a lengthy and often difficult gestation. The first draft was published in 1972 and was followed by trialing over several years during the 1970s. In affirming that “language is at the heart of learning,” the statement acknowledged the significance of research into language acquisition and the nature of language growth, as well as the impact of technology and mass media. The minutes of the Canterbury English Teachers’ Association were probably indicative of the discussion within the New Zealand English teaching community about these developments at the time. In supporting an early draft of the Statement of Aims in a presentation to the Association in 1972, Russell Aitken, from the Department of Education Curriculum Development Unit, “stressed that language is a medium for learning, not an object to be learnt.” Debates about the ‘new’ curriculum continued as regular agenda items for several years. In a 1975 CETA presentation, Dr Kon Kuiper, from the University of Canterbury, stated in his critique of the Syllabus Committee’s work that “ NESC is not tight enough. The potential is there for the teacher to go on the wrong tack on each aim.” 

Through this and other criticisms, Kuiper inadvertently highlighted the shift from prescribed content focused syllabus to the broad learner centred curriculum. He also identified an accepted aspect of the current English curriculum: the critical role of the teacher in shaping a language programme to address the needs of learners. These principles, introduced in the Statement of Aims, did not enjoy the same level of support as they do now. Bernie Conradson, an English teacher at Riccarton High School, observed in a 1976 CETA panel discussion that the ‘new’ curriculum “gave justification and respectability to previous teacher experimentation. Much of the language was couched in “woolly” terms and the case for “non-literary modes was overstated.” Conradson concluded that, under proposed curriculum developments, there was “a need to be an educational psychologist as well as a teacher.” In his opinion, the attitudes of learners to the new curriculum activities was that “they were often seen as a diversion from work.”

The minutes from both the 1975 and 1976 meetings record that “lively discussion followed” Kuiper’s and Conradson’s remarks.

“A diversion from work:”

the Statement of Aims and the place of the ‘Modes’

The ‘Modes of Language’, as expressed in the Statement of Aims, highlighted production and reception skills through an initial division into paired receptive and productive skills: “Language involves reception [the modes of listening, reading, watching and moving] and production [the modes of speaking, writing, moving and shaping.]” The first language aim continued this emphasis on production and reception skills: “to increase each student’s ability to understand language and use it effectively.” 

While teachers were encouraged to plan programmes that implemented these aims taking all language modes into account, limited guidance about objectives was offered in the Statement of Aims. The supporting document Planning a Language Programme stated that “specific objectives which arise from the general aims are more precisely focused. They are often expressed in terms of what teachers expect of students.” Guidance offered on how teachers might develop objectives to describe language development was somewhat less than “precise.” While the Statement of Aims identified that “students need to develop competence in all language modes,” no guidance was given as to indicators of progression or taxonomies within the curriculum for “develop[ing] competence.” As expressed in the Statement of Aims, objectives did not fulfil the definition given in the 1994 document: “objectives specify what students are able to do as they use [produce] and respond to [receive] English language.” They “express learning as progressively more complex language behaviour and skills.” This paper makes reference to various commentaries that question whether the 1994 document fared any better than the Statement of Aims, despite the comparatively substantial nature of the current curriculum objectives to its predecessors.

From syllabus guideline to curriculum: 

English in the New Zealand Curriculum 

The current curriculum document, English in the New Zealand Curriculum was introduced in 1994 following on what was by then a lengthy period of discussions, consultation and strongly voiced opinions about the content and focus of English teaching in schools. 

Where the Statement of Aims provided a “starting point for teachers to prepare a school programme that suits the needs of the children they teach,” the 1994 curriculum statement was a highly significant development. While clearly building on earlier, separately published, documents, the 1994 statement was significantly more detailed and comprehensive in its approach. Published as a single document, it formed the basis of English programmes in schools from years 1 to 13. In particular, English in the New Zealand Curriculum embodied the shift in curriculum policy from a focus on content to a policy based on outcomes.
The 1994 statement had significant strengths. The Australian Council of Educational Research’s report, commissioned as part of the Ministry of Education’s Curriculum Stocktake found that English in the New Zealand Curriculum had “educational integrity” in that it:


• 
“is coherent and comprehensive with clear progression in the development of knowledge and skills across the stages of schooling (coherence, comprehensiveness, progression);


• 
is inclusive and caters for the needs of all students (inclusiveness);


• 
has an appropriate pedagogy to the concepts and skills and to the age of the students (pedagogy);


• 
allows assessment to support learning and is consistent with the pedagogy (assessment); and


• 
gives schools flexibility to implement programmes that adhere to the overall guidelines, but take account of the needs of their particular school community (school flexibility).”
In noting that the similarities in the outcomes based strand structures in New Zealand, Australian and English curriculum statements, the ACER report observed a significant point of difference in the New Zealand statement with its three strand structure. The report considered that placing an emphasis on a visual language strand is “particularly interesting and timely, given the increased delivery of communication in visual form through the popular media and the electronic medium.” 

Objectives within the curriculum statement in England are more specifically expressed and more ‘function’ than ‘process’ focused, if described using New Zealand curriculum terminology. This emphasis on what students should be ‘doing’, with a focus on technical elements above other writing features, is illustrated by a Key Stage 3 writing objective: “produce formal essays in standard English within a specified time, writing fluently and legibly and maintaining technical accuracy when writing at speed.” The emphasis within England’s curriculum on purposes for which language is used [for example: to recount, to persuade, to explain, to instruct, to inform, to discuss – Writing at Key Stage 2]; and how purposes might be used as a structural element, will be explored later in the paper.
The 2001 Education Review Office report, The NZ Curriculum: An ERO Perspective, stated that “the English curriculum statement is soundly grounded in good theory about language learning. Its ‘General Aims’ are closely based on the Statement of Aim’s ‘Language Aims.” The report noted that “the document includes introductory statements that provide excellent guidance for developing a scheme to implement the English curriculum. These include a statement of philosophy that is clear, coherent and helpful.” The report also observed that the section entitled “Characteristics of Learning and Teaching in English” provided “an excellent theoretical base from which to develop effective English teaching programmes using integrated holistic approaches.” 
The Education Review Office’s praise is focused on the opening sections of the English curriculum statement. While noting that the statement included “clearer definitions of aspects of English contained in each strand than previous documents;” and that “the achievement objectives specified in the statement are broad and flexible,” the report observed that specific learning outcomes to support the broader objectives were missing. How well the remainder of the English curriculum statement, in a particular the achievement objectives, displays the “coherence” and “clear progression” noted in the ACER report will be explored in this paper.

‘English for All’

There are important principles that underpin English curriculum developments that should be carried forward in the current revision. A central tenet is an equitable, student centred, flexible, needs based curriculum, as affirmed in the New Zealand Curriculum Framework statement: “the individual student is the centre of all teaching and learning.” Under the heading ‘English for All,’ the 1994 English document develops this principle in several ways through statements such as: “all students will have equal access to the English curriculum.” The same philosophy is evident in the Statement of Aims: “Students will best develop their language when programmes are flexible;” and “where every student is given the opportunity to succeed.” However, this student centred approach can be contrasted with the more ‘teacher centred’ focus in England’s curriculum. Despite the student centred foreword, the teaching objectives are dominated by the repeated opening statement: “pupils will be taught to [do]”, rather than statements that describe what students are actually learning. 

Closely linked to the ‘English for All’ principle, English in the New Zealand Curriculum emphasises that being a competent user of English is “fundamental to learning and to participation in society and the work-force.” This position on the curriculum’s socially empowering role is comparable to that found in the Queensland English curriculum, where a key aim is that “English helps students to understand what people need to know and do to participate and contribute actively and critically as social members of society.”
Looking forward 

It is naïve to even attempt a ‘second-guessing’ of the impact developments in technology will continue to have on learners, teachers, and the structure and delivery of an English curriculum. While noting that “the impact of technology [later listed as television, film, videotape, the telephone, the tape recorder, and the transistor radio – but not the computer] has dramatically affected the teaching of English since 1945, “the Statement of Aims also observed that regardless of technological advance, the English curriculum is centred on productive and receptive skills. The Statement of Aims affirmed the core reception and production competencies that are as relevant in the current revisions as it was in 1983: English is concerned with “’how students learn to express, receive, and interpret meaning through language… in the many and various ways in which meaning is now conveyed.”

An integrated approach

The Statement of Aims acknowledged that, through the modes, students “gain command of language” and that the modes “should not be viewed in isolation;” “the relationship between the modes are complex: there are many ways of linking them.” The evolution of the modes into the various productive and receptive functions and processes in the 1994 document carries forward this essential notion that the oral, written and visual strands are “interwoven.”

New curriculum developments must affirm that effective language learning occurs through the constant integration of the strands in classroom programmes, as advocated in English in the New Zealand Curriculum and the Statement of Aims.  The paper explores whether the existing curriculum structure is the most appropriate way to implement this and other philosophies that have underpinned curriculum developments in English for over twenty years.
The strand based structure 

Oral, written and visual language

Under the heading ‘the structure of the curriculum statement’, the 1994 curriculum statement sets out: “Although the strands of oral, written and visual language are set out separately in this curriculum statement, in practice they will be interwoven.”

The dominant structure within the curriculum document makes this interweaving difficult. The NZ Curriculum: An ERO Perspective report observed that: “the statement emphasises the holistic nature of language learning and advocates an integrated approach, incorporating all of the strands rather than teaching each in isolation. However, this is not always achieved in practice.” 

The constraining effects of multiple divisions and subdivisions within the curriculum, and the hindering of holistic approaches to effective teaching and learning, were common themes in the ‘Talk2Learn’ English curriculum forum in 2004. Chris Williams, a former secondary Head of English, described the 1994 curriculum as “while worthy in intent, [it] has not been a particularly liberating document for teachers, and hasn't really done a lot for the achievement of so-called outcomes for students. We have had objectives for Africa, but ultimately not a lot changed in terms of the teaching or the learning - at secondary level anyway.” 

The structure and layout of the document do not help teachers view the curriculum as “integrated” The ACER report found that the subdividing each of the two major substrands into further divisions tended to atomise the curriculum and “may make it more difficult for schools and teachers to implement.” Within the written, oral and visual strands, the achievement objectives are broken into functions and processes, then into paired production and reception modes [eg: reading and writing] within each strand. This pairings, with ‘reading’ and ‘writing’, ‘speaking’ and ‘listening,’ and ‘viewing’ and ‘presenting’ set out on separate pages, works against the essential notion that, in successful language learning, the curriculum works in an integrated way across strands. To take one common classroom example, speaking and listening [oral strand] are frequently used as important steps in the writing process [written strand]. 

However, the document sets out the strands as relatively separate entities. Over half the curriculum document itself is formatted so that language modes are dealt with in isolation. In addition to the separation of the achievement objectives, the ‘teaching, learning and assessment’ examples treat reading’, ‘writing’, ‘speaking’, ‘listening,’ ‘viewing’ and ‘presenting’ as separate. The ERO report noted that:  “Two thirds of the document consists of individual examples of activities/lessons to address achievement objectives. The usefulness of these is questionable.” ERO also suggested that “other examples showing integration of the strands or demonstrating ways to link assessment information to the development of learning outcomes and activities may be more useful.” Substantial curriculum resource developments such as the New Zealand Curriculum Exemplars have taken an integrated approach, further highlighting the need for curriculum revision and reinforcing that the current curriculum document does not easily support the integrated approach to classroom delivery suggested in the ERO report.

The Achievement Objectives

The achievement objectives further divide the curriculum. In addition to the strand based divisions, the strands are separated into two types of objectives: functions and processes. The curriculum document describes functions as “what students are expected to be able to do as they use and respond to English language.” Three processes [exploring language, thinking critically, and processing information] are specified as underpinning the language functions. By separating functions and processes in this way, significant repetitions and redundancies occur in the achievement objectives. As they should, the function objectives include reference to the processes. Why should these processes then be re-stated separately as process objectives? 

Taking the transactional writing function objective at level 4 as an example, students “write instructions, explanations, and factual accounts.”

This objective includes thinking critically and exploring language processes: thinking critically: “…express and explain a point of view in a range of authentic contexts..”;  and exploring language: “making language choices appropriate to the audience.” 

This Level 4 exploring language process expressed in the function objective [“making language choices...”] is then re-stated under the processes heading a page later as: “…use the conventions, structures and language features…”.  The level 4 thinking critically process statement expressed in the function objective [“express and explain a point of view…”] is even more repetitive: “…exploring relevant experiences and points of view.” Why not state these skills once, and in context?

The exploring language, thinking critically, and processing information process objectives combine ‘receptive’ and ‘productive’ statements. However, it is doubtful whether this is the most appropriate or effective way to present these processes dislocated from the receptive and productive contexts in which students demonstrate these skills. Given the Ministry of Education’s Curriculum Stocktake recommendation that each curriculum area should determine whether process strands are required in the current revisions, the retaining the processes as separate entities in each strand should be closely examined. The merits of combining these processes with the appropriate receptive and productive function statements is discussed later in this paper.

Joanna Le Metais, in The New Zealand Stocktake: an International Critique, describes the achievement objectives for all learning areas as the most contentious and, arguably, the weakest, element of the curriculum documents”. Le Metais’s concern is that measuring student achievement against the objectives is difficult as they are currently written. The divisions between levels seem somewhat arbitrary and, at times, even contrived. Taking the function objectives for transactional writing, students apparently move from “writing instructions explanations and factual accounts…” at level 4 to “writing coherent, logical explanations and factual accounts” at level 5. Are “coherent” and “logical” the appropriate terms to describe the progressions between levels 4 and 5? The shift in processes between levels 4 and 5, as expressed in the functions, is also somewhat arbitrary. At level 4, “making language choices appropriate to the audience.” [exploring language] becomes “in appropriate styles” at level 5. Progressions such as these may have prompted teacher feedback from the 2003 National School Sampling Study which also expressed concern at the “poor wording of achievement objectives” which were seen as “vague and repetitive.”

The Curriculum Stocktake’s recommendation that a significant number of the achievement objectives needed to be rewritten because they did not always represent progression of concepts, processes and functions has been supported by the experiences of several major curriculum based developments where significant weaknesses in the English achievement objectives have been identified. In their Assessment Tools for Teaching and Learning [AsTTle] mapping of Level 5 and 6 of the functions in the writing strand (which included analysis of international literature and current New Zealand assessment writing projects such as the New Zealand Curriculum Exemplars Project, Assessment Resource Bank [ARB], and the National Certificate of Educational Assessment [NCEA]), Phil Coogan, Ngaire Hoben, and Judy Parr observed “a lack of clarity in what the curriculum truly intends.” They commented on how the curriculum’s lack of specification in discriminating between levels has led to disparities in how various projects, all ostensibly based on the curriculum, understand progression. In a detailed examination of differentiations between curriculum levels 4, 5 and 6, Coogan, Hoben and Parr noted that there is little in the objectives to help “if one is seeking indicators of progression.” They found that the achievement objectives mapped out in the English curriculum statement for functions and processes give relatively little assistance in developing a curriculum map to guide the development of asTTle assessment at Levels 5 and 6. They relied more heavily on previously published assessment resources such as the English Exemplar project, ARB, and NCEA Achievement Standards.

Building on previous AsTTle curriculum mapping at levels 1 to 4, Dr Helen Nicholls’ work in mapping indicators for reading at Levels 5 and 6 not only reveals a more useful and relevant set of indicators than those in the1994 curriculum statement, but omissions and other inadequacies in the achievement objectives at other levels. Nicholls observes that evaluation of text is a process not explicitly specified until Level 8 of the 1994 statement.  However, she finds it difficult to see evaluation being excluded from the cognitive processes of “discussing and analysing language meanings and literary qualities…taking account of purpose, audience and other texts” required at Level 6 [Close Reading]. In addition, making judgements about the appropriateness and effectiveness of language features of a text, and “exploring ... attitudes and beliefs” in texts is expressed in the Level 5/6 exploring language and thinking critically process strands. In fact, “interpret” is the wording used specifically in the achievement objectives at Level 7 and 8 rather than at earlier levels. Based on classroom practice and the expectations expressed in discussions and draft documents during the development of the curriculum map, Nicholls asserts that the degrees of “interpretation” and “evaluation” texts are required at all levels of critical thinking, not just at Levels 7 and 8 as currently stated in the objectives. 

Williams’s description [cited earlier in this paper] of the English curriculum as “objectives for Africa” is apt. The achievement objectives are confusing for teachers. Far from providing a clear set of indicators, teachers tend to pick aspects of the complex objective statements that they feel could be linked to sections of their existing programmes, but ignore other parts that they find confusing.  While the ‘three strand’ structure has served the important role of raising awareness of the need to develop the English curriculum in the visual strand, its complex functions and processes structure do not, as Williams observed, “liberate teachers or improve learning outcomes for students.” This paper explores how major curriculum based developments of the last decade, while ostensibly based on the objectives, in fact successfully ‘unpack’ a series of meaningful indicators that could help to reformulate the objectives.

A case for change
The 1994 English statement, with its dominant ‘oral / written / visual language’ strand structure, was timely and necessary 11 years ago. It compelled teachers to acknowledge and, in many cases, to expand their teaching to encompass all three strands. In particular the 1994 statement gave status to the visual strand, which had been more hinted at than affirmed in the ‘Statement of Aims, in which teachers were encouraged to view the term “language” as including the visual and non verbal forms. However, in 2005, the 1994 curriculum structure has served its purpose in highlighting the need to recognise the importance of incorporating texts from all three strands within the English programmes. There are now other more pressing needs that must be addressed in the revisions.

The New Zealand Curriculum Framework was set out in 1992 before significant developments had occurred in research, programme and resource development in several important initiatives, including assessment for learning, recognition of diverse learning styles, as well as strategies to develop literacy. Under the National Assessment Strategy, extensive curriculum investigations undertaken during the development of major assessment tools have highlighted the need for curriculum revision. Through closely examining the achievement objectives, national assessment strategies such as asTTle, the Curriculum Exemplars, ARBs, and the National Education Monitoring Project [NEMP] have opened important pathways for reviewing the objectives themselves in several curriculum areas. The English curriculum statement, as published in 1994, should be revisited to take account of this work. In particular the skills of ‘making connections’ are not well refected in the either the curriculum functions or processes. This paper later explores how assessment tools could provide useful insights into revisions to the English achievement objectives. It may be more helpful to consider the curriculum structure not by whether the language is essentially written, oral or visual; or whether a language ‘function’ or a ‘process’ is the focus; but by two essential ‘productive and receptive’ language strands. In adopting this structure a much less complicated and realistic taxonomy of achievement objectives could be developed.

A restructuring of the document is required if the revised curriculum is achieve the goal stated in the 1994 document that “English programmes should ensure that students’ experience of language is coherent and enriched through all three strands.” This goal is equally relevant to the current curriculum revision process. It requires the positioning of the productive and receptive strands as the central structural element in order to clarify teacher thinking and lead to more effective curriculum implementation. An effective curriculum must clarify the achievement objectives, not fracture English into many micro elements that ultimately do nothing to enhance pedagogy or student outcomes. A case for change can also be supported by the significant sector support. As part of the National School Sampling Study detailing teachers’ experiences in working with the curriculum, over 40% of teachers responded that they would make changes to curriculum structure and organisation with calls for the document to be set out in a more simplified, structured and user-friendly way.
Towards a new structure 

The English curriculum revision should be guided by Joanna Le Metais’s observation that “a curriculum that is less dependent on prescription through documentation has the potential to respond more flexibly to local needs and changes over time.  It also allows for some negotiation of the curriculum with students, a factor which has been shown to increase motivation." 

A simple productive and receptive structure at the centre of the objectives might be the right approach. From that central point, the essential components of communicating and making meaning as well as useful taxonomies indicating progressions can be developed. The description of the productive and receptive strands, given prominence early in the ‘English Essence Statement’, provides a starting point for discussing a new strand structure: 

As they engage with and enjoy English language, through the English curriculum, learners become skilled in understanding a wide range of oral, written and visual texts.  [the basis of a receptive strand];

They learn to use language appropriately and creatively in a wide range of oral, written and visual texts [the basis of a productive strand].
Revising the achievement objectives 

Joanna Le Metais’s suggests that the achievement objectives should be the focus of curriculum revision. “Given that the achievement objectives constitute virtually the sole element of regulation, attention needs to be given to their reformulation so that their intention and their significance are clear to those involved.”  

This reformulation and clarification can be based on significant New Zealand assessment writing projects at all curriculum levels over the last decade. While asTTle and the New Zealand Curriculum Exemplars projects can offer useful insights into meaningful curriculum progressions up to Levels 6 and 5 respectively, NCEA achievement standards offer helpful starting points for achievement objective revisions in key productive and receptive areas at Levels 6 to 8. Through their asTTle curriculum mapping of Levels 5 and 6 writing, Coogan, Hoben and Parr gained an overriding impression that the NCEA achievement standards cover the important aspects of writing more faithfully than the curriculum (e.g., the inclusion of quality of ideas), provide a more discernible progression, and are more logically written. The high degree of congruence both in terminology and approach to identifying progressions in these three major curriculum based projects also offers a consistent approach to objectives evaluation and revision.

Through the Curriculum Exemplars and asTTle projects, teachers have become not just more aware of the productive and receptive development indicators at various levels, but the contexts these skills be most suitably developed. A comparison between the teaching, learning and assessment activities published in the 1994 curriculum document and the Curriculum Exemplars gives some indication of the progress made in recognising appropriate achievement indicators based on the curriculum and also in effective methods of structuring learning to achieve these indicators. The simple decontextualised examples in the 1994 document are bare lesson plans with generalised curriculum links listed under a heading at the beginning of the activity only. On the other hand, the Curriculum Exemplars provide developed teaching and learning tools for understanding achievement objective indicators, how they can be recognised in student work, and how students might be moved forward towards the next curriculum level.

Extensive work in mapping achievement objectives, produced as part of the asTTle project, provides indicators that could be used in the development of two strands of productive and receptive objectives in the curriculum revisions. As a key strategy used to ‘unpack’ the curriculum leading to improved teacher understandings about better achievement measures, curriculum mapping offers an interesting perspective into how the achievement objectives might be effectively set out and, through that re-structuring, move towards addressing Le Metais’s criticisms of the achievement objectives as “contentious” and “weak” and calls for their reformulation to make intentions clear.

New Zealand assessment writing projects developed to date indicate how a production / reception strand structure might be developed with more appropriate and useful groupings of objectives than those in the current curriculum. In asTTle curriculum mapping, the processes [exploring language, thinking critically and processing information] are treated as being integrated for both the receptive and the productive functions for all oral, written and visual language. A similar approach is taken in the Curriculum Exemplars progress indicators, and in NCEA Achievement Standards achievement criteria. 

A ‘three level’ approach

In summary, the revised achievement objectives could be structured on three levels: 

First level: a reception and a production strand. 

Adopting a ‘two strand’ production / reception approach to the objectives would allow the curriculum to “respond more flexibly,” as advocated by Le Metais. This could be achieved through two generic reception and production strands at the centre of the curriculum structure. Given that the reception and production strands would be the dominant structure, objectives would be developed that indicate progression from Levels 1 to 8 as has occurred under several assessment development projects.

Second level: two substrands describing ‘essential text forms and contexts’ underpinning the production and reception strands.

As the boundaries around what constitutes written, oral and visual text become increasingly blurred in an age of exponential technological advance, it is vital that the construction of the substrands is not dominated by what could become archaic and restrictive notions of written, oral or visual language forms. The revised structure must ensure that the curriculum is relevant in a society where the essential literacy requirement is that its members are ‘multiply literate;“ where communicating or constructing meaning works in a multiplicity of ways and contexts that cannot be simply classified as ‘written,’ ‘oral,’ or ‘visual.’ 

Third level: extensive referencing to a range of materials and exemplars indicating progression.

In their asTTle writing mapping, Coogan, Hoben and Parr advocated that further exemplars should be developed and directly referenced to the revised achievement objectives to help clarify progression. Recommendation 11 in the Curriculum Stocktake also calls for support materials and professional development to increase teachers' understandings of “content knowledge underpinning the statement.” The ACER report states that samples of student work would be “most helpful,” especially if annotated to show indicators of achievement. How the curriculum could be published to maximise the effectiveness of this third layer of supporting materials requires careful consideration. The ‘electronic curriculum’ may be the most appropriate approach with the objectives linked to a range of extensive supporting curriculum materials, some of which are already published through the Te Kete Ipurangi web site.

This paper now explores how the first and second levels, the receptive / productive strands and the essential text forms and contexts, might be developed.

Reception strand

In discussing the nature of the generic receptive strand, this paper uses the broad definition of the receptive strand as focusing on the processes by which meaning is constructed from texts. The five categories from the asTTle curriculum map to describe reading skills provide a useful starting point from which to formulate key receptive strand components:

· Information; for example, using texts to locate information; 

· Knowledge: for example, identifying and comprehending main ideas and details; 

· Understanding: for example, analysing ideas and effects; 

· Connections: for example, recognising and commenting on connections between texts;

· Inference: for example, making judgements. 

More straightforward formatting of the objectives than currently exists in the syntactically complex objective statements would also help teachers recognise the reception indicators individually and acknowledge them in their work in the receptive strand. However it is essential that all objectives components operate from Levels 1 to 8 and are treated in an integrated way when making meaning from texts.

In her Level 5 and 6 reading map that also considered objectives at other levels, Nicholls concluded that these categories and their descriptors “are a coherent reflection of a range of reading taxonomies … capable of describing the elements of the reading process pertaining to both text and reader and the interactions involved in making meaning from text.” These asTTle categories could be one significant influence on formulating objectives in a receptive strand spanning written, oral and visual texts by overlaying one common set of receptive skills across what is currently separately expressed in three strands under functions and processes. Nicholls’ wish “to harmonise as far as possible all [asTTle] instruments in order to ensure that teachers feel supported with consistent approaches, terminology, and methodology” should also be seen as a priority in developing this generic production strand. The ‘information, knowledge, understanding, connections and inferences’ categories are also relevant when constructing meaning from oral and visual texts. They ‘unpack’ the curriculum in a less repetitive way than the three processes. How these categories might be integrated with various text forms in reception strand work is explored in the next section.

The asTTle categories provide one perspective on how the achievement objectives might be rationalised. The categories have been developed to give teachers better measures for achievement within the objectives. This paper does not suggest that these asTTle categories should simply be directly implanted into the receptive strand in a revised curriculum. They are not achievement objectives in themselves. As a first step in revising the objectives, the descriptors developed under each of these categories to describe progress should be used to evaluate the clarity and consistency of the objective statements. 

Reception ‘forms and contexts’ sub strand

Any discussion of a reception strand must be carried out in tandem with an exploration of ‘essential text forms and contexts’ substrand. It is vital that some indication is made of the language type [oral, written, visual] as well as purpose and register, but the nature of their identification and positioning within the overall structure must be carefully considered. Should groupings be made according to the 1994 document divisions of ‘Personal Reading’ and ‘Close Reading’ [written strand]; ‘Interpersonal Listening’ and ‘Listening to Texts’ [oral strand]; and ‘Viewing’ [visual strand]? The influence of technological developments on the curriculum is one significant reason why reference to written, oral or visual forms of texts should not be given the structural prominence they currently enjoy. Further attention is required to expanding [or at least, making more consistent in their approach] the generic ‘purpose and register’ groupings. Under ‘Personal Reading’ and ‘Close Reading’, the curriculum identifies only “a range of written texts” [later qualifying this with “contemporary and historical”]. “A wide range of texts” is also listed under ‘Listening to Texts’. In other functions, general features to be found in texts are specified as requiring responses: under ‘Interpersonal Listening’, responses to “narrative, information, ideas and opinions;” under ‘Viewing,’ responses to “meanings, ideas and effects.”

A good degree of flexibility should be evident in the structure of the ‘forms and contexts’ substrand. While not being level specific, the forms and contexts used in a language programme become more complex and sophisticated at higher levels. A continuum might offer suggestions for a range of forms and contexts appropriate to various objective levels, but there should not be a series of prescriptive lists. There is already a well developed sense of how contexts are appropriate at various levels, often supported by resourcing through various assessment writing projects and other substantial MOE supported sources, especially through Learning Media. 

One possible structure for a ‘text forms and contexts’ reception substrand might be grouped around purposes, as occurs in the Curriculum Exemplars.  As a starting point, ‘purposes groupings’ that transcend written, oral, and visual language forms could include texts that explain, persuade, analyse, comment or give opinions, entertain, promote, instruct, reflect, inform, narrate, describe, summarise, record, and investigate. Various forms listed should then be grouped by written, oral or visual language to remind teachers of the importance of a developing programmes that address all three text types.  For example under the ‘purpose’ heading of ‘commenting or giving opinions’, some of the forms listed at the upper end of a continuum might include editorials and columns [shown as written texts], political speeches [as oral texts], and documentaries [as visual texts]. This approach could also be used in the ‘forms and contexts’ substrand in the production strand. 

At all levels the critical aspect is not what is being used as the basis for constructing meaning, but for what purposes meaning is being constructed. The emphasis for progress must be centred on the relevant components from the receptive strand. To illustrate how the focus should be firmly on the relevant objectives in the reception strand when making meaning from narrative forms at all levels of the curriculum, consider how two narratives used at quite different levels might be explored: Joy Cowley’s illustrated text Greedy Cat’s Door and Ngahuia Te Awekotuku’s short story The Basketball Girls.  For example, is the focus on developing understandings about the text; or making connections across texts, or both? How does the size of the lettering contribute to meaning and impact [eg: “POP!”, and elsewhere] in Greedy Cat’s Door; and how do conventions like lettering size and onomatopoeia contribute to meanings and effects in other texts? Applying those same categories of developing understandings and making connections in a more complex context, how does the use of a young narrator contribute to the readers’ perceptions of Tihi and Ahi in The Basketball Girls; and how do similar narrative perspectives contribute to various understandings in other texts? Most importantly, how aware are students and the teacher on the purposes for constructing meaning in each situation? Effective curriculum revisions will make the focus explicit for everyone.

Production strand

Progress indicators developed under the Curriculum Exemplars project, AsTTle curriculum mapping, and NCEA Achievement Standards could provide a basis for a generic production strand that could span oral, visual and written language. The key components could be:

· Audience and purpose 

· Content and ideas

· Structure 

· Language techniques.

These components represent a ‘blending’ of key indicators, descriptors, and criteria from these three projects. The Curriculum Exemplars’ progress indicators for writing are: “audience/purpose”, “content/ ideas,” structure/organisation,” and “language” [use of vocabulary and language features]. Indicators for speaking are “strategies”[similar to “techniques” under NCEA] and “content.” Indicators for presenting are “concept” [ideas] and “impact” [use and effect of techniques].

The asTTle dimensions for writing are: “audience awareness and purpose”; “content / ideas”; “structure / organisation”, and “language resources/choices”[similar to ‘”language” in the Curriculum Exemplars], which are listed as “deeper features.” “Surface features” are listed as “spelling,” “punctuation” and “grammar.”

Under NCEA Achievement Standards, key criteria for writing are: “ideas, style, structure and conventions” - [spelling, punctuation grammar]. As occurs in the Curriculum Exemplars classifications, the NCEA ‘style’ and ‘conventions’ criteria can be grouped under the ‘language techniques’ heading for the purposes of developing this productive strand component. Key criteria for speaking and presenting assessments in oral and visual language can be summarised under ‘ideas’ and ‘techniques’ headings.  The Explanatory Notes in all the ‘production’ based standards state that these criteria are derived from an integration of functions and processes from throughout the curriculum up to Level 8. Extensive sector consultation was completed from 2001 and 2004 about the suitability of the criteria used for the purposes of assessing an NCEA qualification up to Level 6 [NCEA Level 1]; Level 7 [NCEA Level 2]; and Level 8 [NCEA Level 3]. From a summative assessment perspective, sector feedback and the subsequent registration of the standards indicate that these criteria are regarded as key indicators and therefore they should be evident in achievement objectives.

These indicators, descriptors, and criteria can be grouped under four components in this generic production strand. Whether the production activity is essentially oral, visual or written, these common components are evident in the Curriculum Exemplars, AsTTle and NCEA: audience and purpose, content and ideas, and structure. The fourth component, language techniques, might include stylistic and technical features appropriate to the form, such as vocabulary selection and syntax as well as ‘surface features’ in writing, visual and verbal features in presenting, and oral techniques in speaking. ‘The revised objectives should include more emphasis on the place of techniques, such as ‘surface’ features in writing. 

In making curriculum revisions, the achievement objectives in the curriculum statement must be scrutinised to ensure that these components sourced from the Curriculum Exemplars, asTTle programmes and NCEA are adequately referenced in the objectives. In advocating for such an evaluation, this paper acknowledges the importance of achieving a similar degree of clarity and continuity in the objectives as has been achieved in the progress indicators, descriptors and assessment criteria from these projects. It also recognises the extensive nature of the research and development carried out by these and other assessment development projects into identifying meaningful progressions, some of which have been outlined in this paper. As mentioned earlier in this report, Nicholls [reading] and Coogan, Hoben and Parr [writing] have struggled to find such descriptors from the curriculum and relied more on other developments in their curriculum mapping. It is timely to redevelop objectives for a generic production strand by using indicators, descriptors and criteria developed from these projects as an important tool in the revision process. 

Production ‘forms and contexts’ sub strand

Similar to its reception ‘forms and contexts’ sibling, the production ‘essential forms and contexts’ substrand could be grouped around purposes as well as forms. As with the receptive strand, flexibility should be evident in this substrand structure. A continuum might also be used to guide teachers over the range of forms and contexts appropriate to various objective levels. The written, oral, and visual nature of language should also be a secondary classification. In reinforcing purposes for which language is used, it is essential that techniques and structures specific to particular forms are present within the production substrand.

While not attempting to provide an all inclusive list, the asTTle curriculum map at Levels 1- 6 includes as key purposes to explain, to persuade, to analyse, to instruct, to describe, to narrate, and to recount. These purposes offer useful starting points for classifications that span many written, oral and visual production activities within English. Incorporating this range of purposes to replace those currently specified across the existing three strands would offer a more consistent approach, where a somewhat variable approach to specifying purposes is evident in each strand. The written strand from Levels 1-8 includes the most substantial grouping of purposes, listing instructing, recounting, explaining, arguing points of view, and reporting [transactional substrand]. The poetic substrand uses a more process focused grouping of purposes including shaping, editing, expressing, exploring and investigating.  In the oral strand, the purposes are telling stories, reciting, reading aloud, presenting and performing [using texts]. In the visual strand, the purposes are simply listed as communicating [presenting].  

Achievement Standards’ classifications of writing for assessment purposes as ‘formal’ or ‘creative’ provide two more general groupings that should be included in the production substrand. These terms are then expanded into many of the forms listed in the asTTle map. The Explanatory Notes in the Level 1 and 2 Formal Writing Achievement Standards list reports, explanations, essays, editorials [among other forms], which can be compared to the asTTle purposes: to explain, to persuade, to analyse, and to instruct. The Level 1 and 2 Creative Writing Achievement Standards Explanatory Notes list description, narration, personal accounts as possible forms, which can also be compared to the asTTle purposes: to instruct, to describe, to narrate, and to recount. As a close sibling of creative writing it can be argued that expressive writing is not required as a separate classification, a view supported in the National School Sampling Study detailing teachers’ experiences in working with the curriculum where the retention of the expressive writing substrand was not supported.

In considering the groupings made according to the 1994 document divisions of expressive, poetic and transactional writing in the written strand, the productive substrand in a revised curriculum might not use any of these terms when referring to written forms. Instead ‘formal’ or ‘creative’ groupings could be the essential forms, thereby moving towards acknowledging the considerable degree of overlap between the different purposes and forms of writing. As noted by Coogan, Hoben and Parr in their description of NCEA criteria development, the rejection of the terminology of the curriculum was “a deliberate attempt to make the language of the NCEA comprehensible to wider community, end-users of information about student achievement, “ and that the ‘formal’ and ‘creative’ terms had been widely “re-accepted” by secondary teachers. It can be suggested that this simplification should occur across the English achievement objectives. In particular, the terms ‘Interpersonal Speaking’ and ‘Using Texts’ should be replaced by more accessible terms describing the purposes or forms of oral language in the new production substrand.  As in the reception strand, the critical aspect is not on what is ‘being produced.’ The emphasis for progress is centred on the key components from the productive strand integrated with the characteristics of the text form developed.  
Conclusion

While the productive and receptive strands have been described separately, the two strands must operate in an integrated way. This revised curriculum structure is still centred on implementing key aims from the 1983 Statement of Aims: “ to increase student’s abilities to understand language and use it effectively;” and from the 1994 document English in the New Zealand Curriculum: “ to understand, respond to and use oral, written and visual language effectively in a range of contexts.” In 2005, the English statement should carry forward the aims and principles of  these earlier sound curriculum developments.
This paper has suggested that the structure of the achievement objectives in the current document, while having many strengths, are too complex in several respects. The new English statement produced from the revision process cannot simply result in a labels swapping exercise in schools’ language programme documentation. The statement must enable teachers to have a clearer understanding of the objectives, so that they can provide well focused language learning experiences for their students as well as a clearer means of identifying progression in language development. The test of an effective structure is that it not only makes a positive impact on the ‘taught’ curriculum, but most importantly on the ‘learned’ curriculum, the curriculum as interpreted and applied by students. 

With a focus on a simpler structure and clearer student outcomes, the paper has explored how the new statement could set out its ‘communicating’ and ‘making meaning’ objectives. It has also acknowledged the significance of several major New Zealand curriculum based developments as tools in the revision process.
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