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Pedagogy, School Culture and Teacher
Learning: Towards More Durable and
Resistant Approaches to Secondary
School Literacy

John Smyth
School of Education, University of Ballarat, Australia

The relational, cultural and contextual view of literacy discussed in this paper has
profound and widespread implications for the way teachers think about their stu-
dents, their families, backgrounds and experiences and the aspirations students hold
for the future. Focussing on the theoretical construct of teacher identity, the paper
discusses the ways teachers worked and what happened to the culture of their schools
when a structured literacy intervention enabled them to develop some agency as ed-
ucational professionals, when provided with some ‘social space’ in respect of their
literacy practices. The paper concludes that the teachers were involved to varying de-
grees in embracing changes that represented a move in the direction of a socially just
pedagogy – the paper explains why.

doi: 10.2167/le802.0

Keywords: school culture, sociocultural perspective, politics of teaching,
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Introduction
The starting point for this paper is an acknowledgement that what lies at the

heart of the problem of advancing adolescent literacy in secondary schools is
the intractable difficulty of redesigning the social institution of the high school
in ways that make it a more relevant, amenable and hospitable learning envi-
ronment for young people (see also May, this issue). The reason high schools
are proving to be so obdurate to reform around the world is indicative of the
depth and breadth of the complexities that have to be confronted (for a major
elaboration see Smyth & McInerney, 2007). As Moje et al. (2000: 165) put it, at
the core of this is an understanding of the ‘complexities of secondary literacy
and learning’, and the reality that young people today have a much greater role
in the course of their lives in actively constructing their own literacies than any
previous generation before them. Notions of literacy as somehow constituting
linear transmission of neatly agreed upon bundles of content are no longer appo-
site today. We no longer have, if we ever did, ‘tidy solutions to the complexities
of classroom practice’ (Moje et al., 2000: 165). Rather, what we have in respect
of literacy in the secondary school context is something more akin to literacy
events that need to be regarded as being ‘situated in relationships with other
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School Culture and Teacher Learning 407

people’ (Moje et al., 2000: 165). In other words, what is involved in literacy can
best be described as ‘acts or moments that involve reading, writing, speaking,
and performing many kinds of texts . . . situated in specific social, cultural, his-
torical and institutional contexts [which] are engaged in for specific purposes
relative to those contexts’ (Moje et al., 2000: 166).

In seeking to position this paper in terms of its broad orientation, its claims
to knowledge and its theoretical perspective, I want to begin by addressing the
longstanding claims in the literacy research literature, especially in respect of
the United States, that there still remains a dearth of studies that present situ-
ationally located socioculturally informed approaches to literacy in secondary
schools (see O’Brien et al., 1995: 446). O’Brien et al. lament that while some shift
has occurred, it has still not had a major impact on the way literacy occurs in
secondary schools. Ironically and somewhat perversely, this lag in sociocultural
and situationally located school studies of literacy has now been overtaken in
the United States by an official resurgent emphasis by the current Bush Admin-
istration on recognising only research that complies with so-called ‘scientific
research’ criteria, which means, in effect, only studies that are randomised ex-
perimental field trials. Given the past history of the lemming-like way in which
official educational policies have ricocheted around the world at the speed of
sound, we can expect all other countries not already blighted to be similarly
infected (cf. Whitehead, this issue). The methodological ‘culture wars’ are about
to reach a new and unprecedented crescendo of vigour and intensity!

To stay with the United States for a moment, another aspect of the lament
on the part of scholarly journals like the Reading Research Quarterly is that the
delayed ‘infusion’ of new and different approaches and strategies to literacy into
schools has been due, according to O’Brien et al. (1995), to the overwhelming
preponderance of preservice and inservice courses as the vehicles for dissem-
ination (see also Taylor et al., 2005). What this has meant, by implication, is that
conservative and conserving views of literacy and how to research it, incubated
in the academy, further serve to reproduce in largely uninterrupted ways the
officially proclaimed view of what transpires in schools – notwithstanding that
reality may be markedly different. The capacity of the academy to be informed
as to more enlightened school-based alternatives is severely circumscribed, as
is the capacity of schools to benefit from dialogue with the more progressive
edges of thinking in universities.

The more relational, cultural and contextual view of literacy being pursued in
this paper thus has profound and widespread implications for the way teachers
think about their students, their families’ backgrounds and experiences and the
aspirations they hold for the future. Equally important is how teachers envisage
and enact their teaching in ways that not only enable young people to value
literacy, but that also allow them to see the part that literacy plays in helping
them in their identity formation. Moje et al. (2000: 166) nicely captured this when
they described literacy as a ‘powerful tool that can be used to claim a space or
establish an identity or voice in various social interactions. The ways one uses
literacy can have a profound impact on whether a particular literacy event, and
its concomitant practice, is valued’.

There are a number of equally important implications that flow directly from
this view of literacy for the way we think and operate in secondary schools with
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408 Language and Education

regard to teachers’ pedagogical identities, how they get to be shaped and the
means by which they are supported and sustained. A central defining aspect
here is the manner in which the culture of the school is able to interrupt the
historical ‘discourse of containment in pedagogical practice’ (Popen, 2002) that
has been the single most significant impediment to changing the high school.
As long as literacy is limited in secondary schools to being ‘somebody else’s
problem’, then professional conversations will be diminished and of a deficit or
blaming kind, and what gets lost as a consequence is the opportunity to learn
from the teaching of others and to enrich a school’s collective teaching repertoire
for the benefit of students.

The remainder of this paper deals with the various elements of a ‘professional
development constellation’ (Smyth, 2005) for literacy teachers and schools that
emerged from the three-year Secondary Schools’ Literacy Initiative (SSLI) funded
by the New Zealand Ministry of Education. The notion of teacher professional
development (PD) has emerged across all case study schools in the SSLI Research
Evaluation as a prominent and emerging category, as schools move to embrace
literacy across the curriculum. It was interesting to note the urgency with which
schools took on the PD of their staff and of the different ways these were given
expression depending upon local circumstances. How teachers experienced the
need to change, how they had begun to rethink their teaching, how they picked
up new ideas and tried them, how they modified some and incorporated others
and, along the way, found new and enriching forms of support they had not
realised existed within their schools, have all been exciting revelations of this
study.

In brief it can be said that to varying degrees, teachers in this study engaged
with PD at two interconnecting levels – first, at a process level, that had to do
with practical matters of how to get new ideas, who had tried them before, with
what effect, how to buy-in and who to access support from along the way; and,
second, at a more strategic level, issues to do with their philosophy of teaching,
how children learn, what kind of school culture is important to sustain teacher
learning across the school and how their teaching might address issues of social
justice and connect with the school’s wider community and its agenda. These
two levels are not unconnected (Smyth, 1987) nor are they linear; on the contrary,
teachers seemed to move seamlessly between the two layers often in a to-and-fro
way, honing process skills around literacy teaching while also taking on larger
strategic issues (Smyth, 2001).

The Construction of What It Means to Be a Literate Person
There are two crucial intersecting categories associated with pursuing and

developing and ultimately sustaining a literacy focus in ways that make a dif-
ference with students in secondary schools, and while it may make some concep-
tual sense to consider them as being separate, in reality they are interconnected,
overlapping and highly interdependent. On the one hand, there is young peo-
ple’s project of developing a learning identity for themselves, and, on the other
hand, there is teachers’ development of an appropriate teaching identity in which
teachers craft for themselves, with whatever support and resources they can
obtain, an approach that engages students in learning. Intersecting with both of
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School Culture and Teacher Learning 409

these is the wider social institutional agenda of the school identity, which is fur-
ther mediated, modulated and moderated in various ways by the perceptions,
values and aspirations held by society.

If I can speak more expansively for a moment, the notion of identity, or more
accurately, ‘identities’, is a useful heuristic for thinking about what is happening
when students make the decision to learn, and when teachers position them-
selves as engaging in the act of teaching. We also know that in the case of
teachers, while identity formation is highly individualistic, how teachers ac-
quire professional identities has important implications for the kind of PD they
require. If the category of identit(ies) is to have any usefulness at all as an intel-
lectual scaffolding for launching into discussion about teacher PD, then it will
need a little elaboration.

As I have discussed elsewhere (Smyth, 2002, 2003, 2004), the term identity is
in some danger of being overused and evacuated of meaning, but it still retains
some usefulness as a way of referring to the ‘experience of being a person’
(Davies, 1994: 3). As an explanatory category, identity can be used to undermine
the notion of an essential self – that is to say, the allegedly one true, stable,
unchanging self, that can be discovered or that is considered as an ‘already
accomplished fact’ (Hall, 1990: 222). Identity is ‘not [therefore] something which
already exists, transcending place, time, history and culture’ (Hall, 1990: 225),
but rather is a socially constructed ‘production’, which is never complete and
always in process. Doing ‘identity work’ (Fraser et al., 1997; Snow & Anderson,
1987) thus refers to ‘the range of activities individuals engage in to create,
present, and sustain personal identities that are congruent with and supportive
of the self-concept’ (Snow & Anderson, 1987: 1348).

Whether we are using the term identity to refer to young people who are
navigating pathways in making literate futures for themselves at school (or
even outside of it), or their teachers who are trying to make sense of themselves
as professionals – in both instances we are talking about individuals who are to
varying degrees employing ‘adaptive strategies . . . to accept, modify, or resist the
institutional identities made available to them’ (Fraser et al., 1997: 222). As Gecas
(1982: 3) has argued, identity work, whether by children or adults, involves a
complex process of negotiation in order to maintain ‘one’s overarching view or
image of her or himself “as a physical, social, spiritual and moral being”’ (cited
in Snow & Anderson, 1987: 1348), and the associated meaning individuals come
to attribute to themselves, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the social
(or institutional) identities being made available to them by others.

Whitebrook (2001: 4) claims that identities are primarily ‘a matter of the
stories persons tell others about themselves, [together with] the stories oth-
ers tell about those persons and/or other stories in which those persons are
included’. Identity thus entails the integration of two aspects: ‘what the self
shows the world’ or ‘what of the self is shown to the world’ together with
‘what of the self is recognised by the world’. There is in this an element of
inevitability around ‘an absence of closure’ (Whitebrook, 2001: 5) that brings
with it ‘instability’, ‘disorder’, ‘uncertainty’, ‘fragmentation’ and even elements
of the ‘threatening’ and the ‘dangerous’. While there is surely an aspect of ‘the
individual, autonomous, rational chooser’ (Whitebrook, 2001: 7) around the for-
mation of identity, equally there is also ‘in part, at least, of [this being done] in
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410 Language and Education

community’ – in other words, identity is ‘negotiated’ and was something that
became crucial in the SSLI schools as teachers reinvented themselves as ‘literacy’
teachers.

‘Identity’ is, therefore, a dynamic ‘production’ which is always in a process
of becoming. What it means to be a literacy teacher needs to be read off against
these ideas and seen somewhat in terms of developing an evolving vocabulary
with which to talk about both the processes of the work of literacy teachers, and
also the ways in which students come to regard themselves as literacy learners.

Using the notion of ‘identity work’ (Fraser et al., 1997; Snow & Anderson, 1987;
Wexler, 1992) as a conceptual category also enables us to capture something of
the inevitable struggle that is occurring against the ‘discrediting attributes’ that
come with the territory of attributed ‘denigrating [or] stigmatised status’ (Fraser
et al., 1997: 222) – as is currently occurring with teachers, and some groups of
students who are demonised by the media and some policymakers as being
deficient in literacy skills. The literature on identity work makes it clear that
not only are identities ‘ongoing, tentative, changing, and dynamic’, but they
are ‘assembled or constructed by selves and others’, often in oppositional, con-
tingent and shifting ways. Social, cultural, organisational and policy environ-
ments powerfully shape and strategically ‘work on’ actors in ways that amount
to them revising their biographies according to circumstances, audiences and
surroundings, but often in counter-hegemonic ways that push back into those
conditions. As Snow and Anderson (1987) put it, identity work has various
elements to it – ‘distancing’ or a kind of denial based upon difference from
others; ‘embracement’ that amounts to acceptance and attachment and ‘fictive
story telling’, involving exaggerations, embellishment and fantasising – each of
which serves to enable teachers to manage the deformed images and ‘spoiled
identities’ (Goffman, 1963) often reflected back to them by others.

Coldron and Smith (1999: 711) refer to the idea of ‘active location in social
space’ as a way of explaining how teachers acquire the resources with which
they fashion a teaching identity. They explain that social space ‘is an array of
possible relations that one person can have to others. Some of these relations are
conferred by inherited social structures and categorisations and some are chosen
or created by the individual . . . ’, and how teachers’ professional identities are
formed depends largely on ‘the quality and availability of these varied factors’
(Coldron & Smith, 1999: 711).

We might argue that the same can be said of learning identities of students,
particularly in the ways they think about themselves in respect of literacies.
Identities whether of teaching or learning are constructed through a process
of ‘active location in social space’ (Coldron & Smith, 1999: 711) ‘active’ in the
sense that knowing what it means to be a teacher or a learner is relational,
and is continually being modified in light of experience. That is to say, there
are traditions or ‘repositories of possible or actual practices and structures’
(Coldron & Smith, 1999: 713) that constitute fields of choices that either enhance
or diminish the spaces within which teachers and students see themselves as
having to make pedagogic/learning decisions. How they regard themselves in
their work as teachers or learners has a lot to do with what kind of spaces
they envisage themselves as having, and the kind of relationships they see as
being possible. Coldron and Smith (1999: 711) note that ‘policies that impose
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School Culture and Teacher Learning 411

greater degrees of uniformity and conformity threaten to impoverish the notion
of active location’.

In terms of what is happening to teachers’ identities, Woods and Jeffrey (2002)
point to the changed relationship that is embedded in the new ‘technologies of
regulation’ (du Gay, 1997: 294) that are coming to increasingly govern the act of
a teaching self and, by implication, a learning self. Trust, which is such a crucial
element in the conduct of everyday life, is rapidly becoming depersonalised and
‘invested in processes and abstract systems’ (Woods & Jeffrey, 2002: 90). Where
once trust within teaching ‘was localised and focussed through personal ties’,
moves toward an audit accountability mentality, as embodied in educational
policies, results in ‘less emphasis on the local factors through personal ties’
(Woods & Jeffrey, 2002: 95) and more emphasis on universal strategies and
practices codified in written, standardised procedures. This ‘diminution of trust’
(Woods & Jeffrey, 2002: 89) in teaching that invariably accompanies calls for and
the imposition of more instrumental approaches, is having the effect of requiring
teachers to relate to ‘two or more competing discourses’.

Teachers who in the past might have seen themselves as having ‘substantial’
or more enduring identities, are rapidly needing to rework those identities in
ways that reflect ‘situational’ or ‘transient’ identities that are more attentive to
‘contextual location’ (Woods & Jeffrey, 2002: 90). The reason it is so important
to understand something about teaching identity, and what is happening to
it, is that how teachers regard themselves, how they are regarded by others,
powerfully shapes how teachers relate to students. It is only when teachers feel
valued, respected and trusted that ‘children will feel they can take risks, and not
be rejected as people’ (Woods & Jeffrey, 2002: 92).

There are a number of cogent conceptual reasons for foregrounding student
and teacher identity in literacy around identity formation in the way in which
I have done earlier, but one of the most significant has to do with the impli-
cations this has on how to frame teachers’ learning in a PD context. In what
follows, I want to focus for a moment upon some broad generative pedagogi-
cal approaches that link into professional learning of/for teachers, rather than
specific classroom literacy strategies, which have been discussed by other con-
tributors to this issue of the journal.

Reading off what teachers and students were telling us in the SSLI project,
teachers in particular said they needed:

� Supportive and active spaces within which to learn about and act out,
re-affirm or reframe their pedagogical approaches to literacy.

� Teaching contexts in which it is expected, and teachers are encouraged,
to take risks and experiment with their teaching in the knowledge that
risk-taking is a normal part of being a literacy teacher.

� Circumstances in which they can get to know their students as human be-
ings, which might mean working collaboratively with colleagues in jointly
planning and evaluating literacy learning experiences for students. It can
also involve sharing knowledge with colleagues about students’ lives and
the impact this has on their learning.

� Develop collective understanding and pedagogical repertoires about what
may ‘make a difference’ (Singh et al., 2001) in literacy practices, especially
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412 Language and Education

with students who present with the most complex lives and the most com-
plicated learning difficulties in respect of literacy.

� Assistance in developing authentic forms of reporting student progress in
literacy that are not simply about satisfying policy accountability require-
ments, but that are about bringing into existence genuine dialogical part-
nerships about student progress between students, teachers and parents
(cf. Whitehead, this issue).

� Shared understandings about how to most effectively create the learning
conditions for student voice in which students’ lives, experiences and as-
pirations are brought into conversation with valued literacy knowledge of
the school and in which students have a measure of ownership of their
learning (see Smyth, 2006a, 2006b).

� Collegiality and forms of solidarity with which to confront and contest ill-
informed and ideologically-driven agendas on what constitutes literacy in
schools.

� Leadership support in establishing and maintaining the legitimacy of a
literacy focus across the school and the curriculum.

� Pursuing the creation of a culture in which teachers are not afraid of data but
rather regard it as an important resource with which to track and diagnose
student literacy progress so as to inform their teaching practices and the
learning of their students.

If the conceptual starting point for this paper is the view that there is no longer
such a thing as ‘literacy’ (singular), narrowly defined as reading and writing,
but rather something much more complex that acknowledges the existence of
‘multiple literacies’, then this shift represents part of a much wider emerging
view in which literacies are acknowledged as being ‘an integral part of the socio-
cognitive and cultural lives of individuals and communities’ (Bloome & Paul,
2006: 293). This more expansive and inclusive view of literacy cannot but have
profound implications as well for the way teachers are allowed to think about
and enact their teaching. The avenues teachers regard as being available to stu-
dents for ‘acquiring academic knowledge’, how the ‘analysis, synthesis, [and]
problem solving’ occur and what constitutes ‘innovative conceptualisation[s]’
of what counts as knowledge (Bloome & Paul, 2006: 293) are all part of this re-
constituted view of literacies. What this reasoning says is that ‘there are many
routes to sophisticated ways of thinking’ and that traditional conceptualisations
of literacy that regard some students as being illiterate and failures because of
family, home or cultural background, are no longer valid, if they ever were.
The idea that there are a variety of ways of construing, acquiring, communicat-
ing and interrogating knowledge, ‘as well as to create, analyse, and transform
relationships among and between people and social institutions’ (Bloome &
Paul, 2006: 294), has much to do with how teachers deal with the strengths that
students bring with them to classrooms as learners.

A way of conceiving of what is occurring to teachers more generally, and this
was exemplified in the New Zealand case of the SSLI research evaluation, is in
terms of the struggle over the professional and pedagogical identity of teachers.
According to Bernstein (1996), the tension is around what he labels the ‘pro-
fane’ (which constitute outer or extrinsic forces) and the ‘sacred’ (or intrinsic
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School Culture and Teacher Learning 413

and inner forces) – and this struggle is a continuing hallmark of what it means
to be a modern teacher. Stronach et al. (2002) speak in terms of teachers being
involved in the daily struggle of working through ‘professional identities [that
are] in flux’. Both Bernstein and Stronach are alluding to the forces that would
manage teachers more directly, that would more closely control what and how
they teach and that would ensure that teachers are ‘trained’ and operate more
efficiently without questioning, and that students likewise become similarly
compliant. Official-preferred pedagogic identities of teachers endorse a man-
agerialised view of knowledge that perpetrates a view of curriculum as being
nothing more than a collection of ‘singulars’ (Bernstein, 1996). ‘Good’ teachers
are, thus, portrayed as being receptive, acquiescent and compliant. While they
might be easily manipulated, such teachers are evacuated of meaning, empty
or hollowed out. The yearning is for knowledge that is certain, inert and easily
able to be unproblematically transmitted to students who can be tested for their
receptivity. If only the real world of teaching and learning were so simple! The
real world of teaching, especially in high schools in which students come from
diverse and complex backgrounds, is infinitely more complicated. Rather than
teachers being scripted technical deliverers of narrowly prescribed curricula,
they are, instead, constantly involved in making shifting professional judgments
based upon the lives, experiences, hopes, aspirations and frustrations of their
students.

Stronach et al. (2002: 109) make a useful distinction when they refer, on the
one hand, to teachers’ identities that reflect the notion of an ‘economy of per-
formance’, broadly expressed in terms of the requirement upon teachers to con-
form to an ‘audit culture’, and, on the other hand, ‘ecologies of practice’ that are
framed around teachers’ individual and collective notions of professionalism.
According to Stronach et al. (2002: 117) there is no such thing as a ‘univer-
sal’, ‘self-sufficient’, ‘stable’, ‘definitive’, ‘stand alone’ or ‘core’ notion of the
teacher – to suggest that there is, ‘is a false singularity’. What we have, instead,
are ‘fragmented’, ‘uncertain’, ‘non-unitary’, ‘shifting’, ‘contradictory’ and ‘un-
realised’ identities (Stronach et al., 2002: 116–117) that, to cite from Gluckman
(1963), are more like ‘cross-cutting identities’ or ‘oscillations’ (Stronach et al.,
2002: 117). Any attempt to present fixed typologies or professional stereotypes
of teachers flies in the face of the realities of the inherent instability that comes
with the work and does not properly account for the ‘complex of occasional
identifications [arising] in response to shifting contexts’. What we have, in-
stead, is something more akin to ‘shards of self-accounting’ (Stronach et al.,
2002: 116), as teachers move uneasily between imperatives that endorse no-
tions as varied and contradictory as their need for autonomy, while engaging in
criticism.

To stay with the category of ecologies of practice for a moment longer, Stronach
et al. (2002: 121) say that ‘ecologies can be “collectively experienced”’ – a point
I want to return to in a moment in relation to teachers in the SSLI. In a very
real sense, the nature of teaching means that teachers are continually ‘jockeying’
or ‘juggling’ what they do to come to some uneasy settlements or allocations
of priority around a ‘plurality of roles’ (Stronach et al., 2002: 118). They are
constantly trying to resolve tensions from within the contexts in which they
teach, such that:
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414 Language and Education

. . . professional selfhood [is] often a matter of addressing and ‘resolving’
these tensions and splits, whether in acts of accommodation, resistance,
compliance, subversion – or, more commonly, a kind of bureaucratic cau-
tiousness. . . (Stronach et al., 2002: 120)

What makes teaching so distinctive and different from many other forms
of occupational work is that identities are profoundly shaped in the act of
doing teaching: ‘The most influential aspect of ecologies of practice seem. . . to
be the crucible of the classroom. It [is here] that innovations seem. . . to be. . . tested,
adapted, resisted, embraced or ignored’ (Stronach et al., 2002: 124; emphasis in
original).

The argument I have been making so far is that teachers do not have singular,
fixed identities, that they are complex creatures made even more so because of
the continually shifting demands of their work and that the context and ecology
of the classroom is a crucial defining factor in whether teachers take on new
ideas or not. Added to this is the crucial part played by colleagues in helping to
shape the collective ecology of practice.

Some of the ‘generative themes’ (Schoenbach & Greenleaf, 2000) that emerged
around teachers’ ecologies of practice from schools in the SSLI that reflected the
kind of complex identity formation just referred to, included:

(1) The opening up of spaces for professional conversations and dialogue about
literacy;

(2) Teachers discovering that collectively they possessed strengths that they did
not realise they had;

(3) Moving literacy beyond being portrayed in the school as ‘somebody else’s
problem’;

(4) Bringing teaching into the open in the sense that it is a public activity in
which nobody in a school has a place to hide, and

(5) Shifting from a ‘what works’ mentality about literacy to a longer-term con-
versation around informed professional judgment.1

Teacher identity is important in whole-school approaches to literacy because
as Haywood and Mac an Ghaill (1997) claim, in times of uncertainty and change,
we must be interested in:

. . . offering new ways of critically understanding how state institutions
help to produce and reproduce student cultural identities and social des-
tinies, while at the same time exploring how these interact with young
people’s complex investments and contestations of state schooling.

One of the most significant ways that this was given expression in the SSLI
was around the reconstrual of the notion of the secondary school. In many
respects, the secondary schools that were making progress in sustaining school-
wide approaches to literacy in SSLI were the ones that had begun to confront
and contest, with a modicum of success, the historically embedded and resilient
notion of the culture of the high school (see also May, this issue). By this, I mean
they had begun to contest the constellation of features that have historically
framed and held in place the wider consciousness of what a high school is, in
particular, as places characterised by:
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� Hierarchical forms of structuring – there is an institutionally legimitated hi-
erarchy in which power is inequitably dispersed, with policymakers, ad-
ministrators, subject experts and specialists at the top, with teachers in the
middle who work within overall frameworks defined and set by others
and, at the bottom, are students who have little or no say over their lives in
school or how their learning is structured. As I have alluded to elsewhere,
‘this disparity of power is the “cause” of much alienation in secondary
schools for many students’ (Smyth et al., 2004: 59);

� High levels of subject specialisation – there is also the competitive academic
‘curriculum hierarachies’ (Connell, 1998; Teese, 1998: 401) that operate in
secondary schools through the way particular subjects like mathematics
and the physical sciences work to control what is constructed to be valuable
knowledge in opening up access to universities and, hence, rewarding work
and well-paid jobs. In other words, high schools reinforce another form of
social stratification and exclusion, often around allegedly benign notions of
choice, to further sustain inequalities, and

� A teacher-centred pedagogy – there is still a prevalence of didactic or transmis-
sion forms of knowledge that are predicated upon churning through large
amounts of material to be regurgitated by students as markers of success in
examinations. This acts to further entrench a view of learners as passive ves-
sels, where there is a high level of acquiescence to right and wrong answers,
and where learning is decontextualised and fragmented into sub-skills and
routines – all of which militate against meaningful learning (Smyth et al.,
2004: 57).

These features constitute what Elmore (1987) termed the ‘continuity of prac-
tice’ that acts to define secondary schools and that have to be struggled against
in order for initiatives like the more robust notion of literacy being attempted in
the SSLI schools to have a chance of succeeding. While not pervasive of all sec-
ondary schools, these features continue to represent a strong legacy that is not
easily dislodged, and even trying to do so in ventures like SSLI was not without a
considerable degree of personal and professional risk for the teachers involved.

The kind of continuities of practice literacy teachers need, and that were
reflected in the kind of themes coming through the experiences of the SSLI
schools, are ones that provide for:

� Schools that view themselves as active sites of ‘knowledge production
rather than knowledge transmission’ (Wright et al., 2005: 20);

� An initial emphasis in literacy teaching that is upon teaching strategies
that support literacy teaching that gradually shifts with experience and
confidence to a focus on literacy learning by students;

� A process in which teachers progressively buy into a widening and deep-
ening of what literacy means. For example, there is a staged process of
Establishing, Consolidating and Sustaining (also see May, this issue) a com-
mitment to literacy across the curriculum;

� Literacy opportunities for students in which they become active partici-
pants in their own learning;

� The feeling by literacy teachers that they are part of a wider school culture
of innovation and experimentation;
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416 Language and Education

� Structured support for literacy teachers, for example, from the Regional
Facilitator and school Literacy Leader (or coordinator) over time, to trial
new literacy practices that are absorbed into their teaching;

� Access to resource people to guide teachers in making changes to their
literacy teaching;

� Space in the course of the working day for teachers to talk openly with
colleagues about literacy matters;

� Assistance to teachers in developing a shared vocabulary for talking with
other teachers about literacy, often across conventional subject boundaries;

� Conversations between teachers in small work groups that enable them to
feel safe in revealing things about their teaching of literacy;

� Opportunities for teachers to ‘spread the word’ about successful literacy
practices that work for them;

� The belief that making changes to their teaching is worthwhile in the sense
that their teaching is making a difference to students’ literacy; for example,
improved student attendance, improved teacher–student relationships, re-
invigorated teaching colleagues, improved quality of professional dialogue,
a climate supportive of risk-taking, a sharing among teachers in cross-
curricular ways, and principles of literacy practice reflected in the policies,
principles and practices of the department/faculty and the school.

� A view of literacy that is much wider than a technical set of teach-
ing/learning skills, strategies and procedures, and that reaches into stu-
dents’ lives and aspects of the wider society. In other words, where there is
a commitment to social justice centred on a belief by the school in the poten-
tial of all students to succeed academically, along with literacy programme
that support this goal.

Finale: Socially Just Pedagogy in Literacy Teaching
A framework for tying together the previously appended list of bullet points

(and I will highlight these in what follows with emphases) regarding the con-
tinuities of practice that emerged from the lives, experiences and practices of
teachers and students in the SSLI, is to use the shorthand category of ‘socially
just pedagogy’. Drawing from Moje (2007), when teachers of literacy construct a
teaching identity for themselves in which they enact and avail themselves of the
kind of practices and opportunities alluded to earlier, then they are engaging in
a socially just pedagogy. To put this another way, when teachers reinvent them-
selves and their teaching identities (often against the prevailing professional,
policy and parental grain) in ways that reformulate what literacy means, then
what they are doing is offering ‘possibilities for transformation, not only of the
learner but also of the social and political contexts in which learning and other
social action take place’ (Moje, 2007: 4). Most significant here is the way teachers
are refashioning the institution of the high school, its established norms and
persona in the wider public imagination and the longstanding tradition of how
it is expected to operate. This is, indeed, courageous action! When teachers dis-
play a preparedness to participate in the kind of school and classroom activities
exemplified in what was occurring in the SSLI, such as widening and deepening
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the meaning of literacy and making students active participants in their learning –
then, what we are witness to, in Moje et al. (2000: 408) terms, is a ‘re-inventing
of adolescent literacy for new times’. In short, teachers are living and enacting
a ‘responsive literacy curriculum’. To act in this way in responding respectfully
to adolescent lives is an open acknowledgment that students’ ‘literacy needs for
new times are complex and demanding’, and attending to them in these ways
constitutes a ‘professional model of practice’.

Elements of this professional model of practice, as Moje et al. (2000) refer
to it, were evident in the ways teachers in SSLI schools assisted one another
(as well as responded to forms of leadership) that exemplified a belief in the
importance of creating a school culture of innovation and experimentation – in effect,
a structured context of support for teachers in transforming themselves. In the SSLI,
this was particularly evident in the provision of access to resource people in the
form of in-school literacy coordinators and regional literacy facilitators to assist
teachers as they went about developing a shared vocabulary for dialogue about
their literacy teaching. A major part of this reculturing of teachers’ work was
an acknowledgement by the schools that they had to put the focus squarely on
literacy learning by students, and that this was not possible without a tangible
commitment by the school to provide the space within the course of a teaching
day for teachers to engage in small work group conversations with one another in
sharing their successes in literacy teaching. What followed inevitably from this
is what Fullan (1982: 292), invoking Bruce Joyce, described as ‘cracking the wall
of privatism’ in teaching. A not insubstantial part of this was the reconstrual of
these schools in their own eyes and those of their communities, as active sites
of knowledge production rather than mechanical and unthinking places of inert
knowledge transmission. The ‘remaking of teaching’ (see Smyth & Shacklock,
1998) underway, as literacy teachers created collegial forms of reflective practice
about their literacy teaching, served to further bolster and reinforce teachers’
beliefs that making changes to their teaching was worthwhile and that it was making
a difference in terms of students’ literacy. In a very real sense, once schools had
embarked on this process of reinvention, then success contributed to further
enhancing teachers’ confidence as they spread the word about successful literacy
practices that worked for them – among colleagues in their school, colleagues
in other schools and with the wider community. In the end, the most potent
element in this circuit breaker was the preparedness to move beyond paralysing
deficit views of students’ literacy and instead to regard students’ lives, cultures
and the communities as worthwhile places, in and of themselves, for literacy
exploration. This commitment to a more expansive and less diminished view
of literacy that involved reaching into students’ lives and the wider society of which
they were a part, was a powerful endorsement of the socially just and democratic
belief that all students could succeed academically.

Correspondence
Any correspondence should be directed to Professor John Smyth, School of

Education, University of Ballarat, PO Box 663, Ballarat, Victoria 3353, Australia
(j.smyth@ballarat.edu.au).
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418 Language and Education

Note
1. Some of the more immediate issues of leadership, school organisation and roles and

responsibilities of school principals, literacy leaders and regional literacy facilitators
will not be dealt with here because they have been canvassed by May and Wright
elsewhere in this issue.
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