4. Phase One: Exploring Family Literacy Practices and the
Connections between Families and the School

4.1 Introduction
The following chapter discusses the data collected in reference to research questions
one and two. These two research questions have been included together because they
constitute Phase One of the research framework. It is during this phase of my research
that I explored the primary Discourses of family literacy practices within the homes of
the Kindergarten students and also endeavoured to uncover the existing means of
connecting the school with the students' families. The data were analysed by open, axial
and selective coding. The family literacy practices were uncovered through coding and
analysis of both the Kindergarten parents' questionnaire responses and family literacy
journals. The connections between families and the school during 2003 and 2004 were
analysed after coding of the semi-formal interviews with the Year One parents and the
Principal had been completed.

4.1.1

Research Question One - In a small rural school (a) what were

the family literacy practices of the Kindergarten students, and (b) to
what extent were these a feature of their homes prior to, and at the
commencement of the research project?
As previously discussed in Chapter Two family literacy practices can be described as
the means by which a family defines and values literacy. Family literacy events are the
way that a family expresses their definition ofliteracy, hence, the literacy-based activities
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which occur in people's homes. Much has been written about the value of children's
participation in family literacy events, and consequently in family literacy practices, as a
contribution to overall literacy development. Strickland and Taylor (1989:27) suggested
that educators have known for many years that children who lived in homes that practised
storybook reading had an educational advantage over those who did not. In regards to
why it is important for young children to be involved in family literacy practices and
events prior to them attending formal schooling, Bat (2005 :49) reported how
Children who begin school with ... emergent literacy skills further develop their
literacy skills at a more advanced pace than other children. For many children
this means that they are playing 'catch-up' because they are starting school
without having developed emergent literacy skills.
The view that involvement in family literacy events, such as reading, can promote
learning once a child starts school was also supported by Bush (in Morrow, 1995:x),
Butler (1986) and McNaughton (1995). This outlook directly links to the discussion of
primary and secondary Discourses found in Chapter Two. If children have had exposure
to literacy through acquisition on a primary Discourse level, then they are in a position to
succeed in the secondary Discourse literacy activities found within the classroom.

In order to examine the types of literacy-based activities which were occurring in the
students' homes before and at the beginning of the study, data were collected in a number
of ways. It is imperative to note that data used to answer research question one only came
from the Kindergarten parents, not the Year One parents. I only investigated the family
literacy practices of the 2004 Kindergarten students, not the 2003 Kindergarten students.
Firstly, questionnaires were completed by a parent from each of the three Kindergarten
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students' families (see Appendix 6). Participants were not obliged to put their name on
the completed questionnaires and so throughout the chapter information extracted from
the data will be referred to as having come from either Family One, Family Two, or
Family Three.

Each Kindergarten family also contributed to a literacy journal (see Appendix 15),
which was used to document how families described the literacy events taking place
within their homes. Thirdly, semi-formal interviews with the parents of Year One
students offered further data which was used to address research question two.

The process of open coding the responses from the Kindergarten parent questionnaire
allowed me to gain an understanding of the various types of activities which occurred
within the students' homes that were, in some way associated with literacy, in other
words the family literacy events. The questionnaire also gave an insight into parents'
opinions and experiences of family literacy events, as well as assisting me to understand
the type of activities which they would like to be involved in during the implementation
of the connective program.

Once analysis of the returned questionnaires had been completed, I then coded the
activities documented within the literacy journals as either being school generated
(activities derived from and instigated by the school) or home generated (activities
instigated by a family member and not originating from the school).
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4.1.2 Summary of the Kindergarten Student Case Study Participants
During 2004 there was a total enrolment of three Kindergarten students at Sunnyvale
Public School. All three families of these students agreed to participate in the study. The
following is a brief description of the three Kindergarten students and their families.

Claire
Claire had been raised in the Sunnyvale area, as had her parents and grandparents. She
had an older brother also attending the school, who was in Year Three. Claire had
attended the school's pre-school program, thus, was quite familiar with the general
organisation of the school. Claire had been diagnosed with speech difficulties prior to
starting Kindergarten and had attended speech therapy sessions in Haleton. Due to an
improvement in her speech these sessions ceased during 2004.

Ashley
Ashley's family had recently moved to Sunnyvale from an outer-suburb of Sydney.
She had an older sister attending the school, as well as a younger sister enrolled in the
pre-school program run by Sunnyvale Public School. Ashley too, had attended the preschool before commencing her formal schooling and was comfortable in the school
setting.

Sarah
Sarah had been raised in the Sunnyvale area, as had her father and paternal
grandparents. Her mother was from a nearby town. Sarah was the eldest child in her
family and had a baby sister. Sarah had also attended the school's pre-school program
and was familiar with how the school operated.
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4.1.3 Results from the Kindergarten Parent Questionnaires
Three Kindergarten parent questionnaires were handed out at the beginning of the
research project and two to three weeks later all three questionnaires had been returned.
Open coding gave me the opportunity to acquire knowledge about a number of topics, the
first being the type of literacy-based activities (family literacy events) that students were
involved in at the commencement of the study. Next I enquired about the family literacy
events which appealed to the students, followed by the frequency that students were read
to at home. The parents were then asked to express their opinions about the importance of
literacy-based activities within families. Parents were also asked to nominate, from a predetermined list of activities, those that they would like to participate in as a means of
promoting the existing connections between families and the school. Open coding of the
questionnaire results uncovered what I perceived to be some of the preliminary themes of
the research project, including: 1) the nature of family literacy practices in the
Kindergarten students' homes (as seen through the family literacy events), 2) the role and
importance literacy practices play in families 3) the appeal of literacy events for children,
and 4) the types of activities which parents would like to be involved in to further their
knowledge about school literacy practices.

The first question in the questionnaire asked the Kindergarten families to identify the
types of literacy-based activities that occurred in their homes. The following table reveals
the results of this inquiry.
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Table 4.1: Literacy-based Activities in the Kindergarten Students' Homes (extracted
from the Kindergarten Parent Questionnaire)
Listens to Story
Books
Looks at Picture
Books
Watches Educational
Television Programs
Reads and asks about
Symbols, Signs and
Posters
Recites Words ofa
Familiar Story or
Picture Book
Finds Familiar Brands
at the Supermarket
Watches
Parents/Older Siblings
read Magazines,
Comics, Newspapers
and Novels
Participates in
Discussions and
Conversations with
Friends/Family
Members
Play Word Games,
such as Eve Spy
Draws Pictures and
Talks about the
Contents of the
Picture

Family Three

Familv One

Familv Two

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'
v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

v'

The respondents were also given the opportunity to write down any other literacybased activities that their child was involved in at home which had not been included on
the list. Only one family utilised this space and stated that their child used educational
computer games, made up her own stories, made and performed puppet shows and
listened to stories on tape, while following along with the text (Family One KPQ, 2004).
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Appeal of Literacy Activities to Children
Parents were asked firstly to isolate which of the previously identified literacy-based
activities they felt that their child particularly enjoyed. These were open coded according
to the type of literacy skill that they focused on, whether it was reading, writing and
spelling, listening and talking or technology. Parents were then given the opportunity to
discuss what they thought made the activity or activities appealing to their child.

Axial coding enabled me to identify similarities between the family literacy events
which the Kindergarten students enjoyed. Family One stated that their child enjoyed
having stories read to her and also liked to play word games. In regards to why the
Kindergarten student enjoyed those two activities, the respondent said,
I think she likes things that make her think and stretches the imagination.
Things that keep her busy and are interactive are the best - otherwise boredom
seems to be a problem. Anything that involves animals is always a good choice
(Family One KPQ, 2004).
From this, it would appear that the respondent's child is partial to sharing stories with
family members, likes games that stimulate and involve her, and has a particular interest
with activities involving animals.

Family Two believed that their child predominantly enjoyed reading story books. In
response to why she felt this, the respondent wrote "the most enjoyable part is looking at
the pictures and trying to read the words" (Family Two KPQ, 2004). In this instance, it
was the pictures of the story book that attracted the reader, as well as the anticipation and
challenge of being able to read the words.
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Family Three's respondent reported that their child really enjoyed reciting the words
of story books, with the reason for this being "a lot of concentration has gone into
listening to the book and she enjoys being able to remember most of the book word for
word" (Family Three KPQ, 2004). This family also revealed that the child delighted in
the challenge of being able to memorise the words from the story book, which is
consistent with Families One and Two, whose children were also fond of activities which
challenged their capabilities. Selective coding uncovered the fact that all three of the
Kindergarten students enjoyed activities which challenged them in some way.

Frequency of Reading in the Kindergarten Families
Parents were asked to convey the frequency that their child was read to whilst at home
during the week. The respondent of Family One reported that their child was read to on a
daily basis. Family Two's respondent stated that their child was read to two to three times
a week, whilst the respondent for Family Three relayed that their child was read to four to
six times a week. This question was included in the questionnaire so that I could gain an
understanding of how often modeled reading was initiated within the Kindergarten
students' homes.

Importance of Family Literacy Events and Practices (Literacy-based Activities)
Respondents were asked to consider the question of whether they believed that
literacy-based activities were an important part of family life, or should such activities
simply occur within the boundaries of the school? Family One's respondent suggested
that school literacy-based activities and family literacy-based activities complemented
each other, and wrote "reading etc are so important in everyday life and need to be
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emphasised at home as well, as enjoyable normal activities" (Family One KPQ, 2004).
Family Three's respondent also supported the importance of offering children the
opportunity to participate in literacy-based activities at home and stated that doing so
illustrated the enjoyment which can be found in literacy: "we think it is also important to
have these activities at home as well - maybe because at home it is mostly more of a fun
thing" (Family Three, 2004). Family Two (2004) also supported the view that literacybased activities were an important part of family life, however, the respondent pointed
out that sometimes life is so busy that there is not enough time to always instigate such
activities. Axial coding highlighted the fact that whilst all families felt that literacy-based
activities were important to have in the home, Family Two pointed out that a lack of time
was sometimes a factor for family literacy events not occurring.

In order to gain an understanding of the types of literacy-based activities which the
Kindergarten's parents were involved in during their childhood, respondents of the
survey were asked to describe them in the questionnaire. The respondent for Family One
described how they always read as a child, frequently borrowed library books, played
word games and participated in family discussions over dinner (Family One KPQ, 2004).
The respondent's in-depth response to this question hinted that possibly literacy was
something which was considered to be of importance within the family unit. It was also
interesting to note that axial coding revealed how the literacy-based activities that Family
One's child enjoyed were very similar to the activities which the respondent participated
in as a child. Family Two's respondent revealed how she enjoyed reading as a child,
again this activity had been identified as an activity which appealed to Family Two's
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child (Family Two KPQ, 2004). Family Three's respondent described how she was fond
of reading bedtime stories with either a parent or grandparent. Reciting the words of story
books was previously identified in the questionnaire as a literacy-based activity which
appealed to Family Three's child (Family Three KPQ, 2004). Selective coding uncovered
how there were similarities between what the parents did as children and the family
literacy events that they arranged for their children.

Possible Strategies aimed to Promote Connections between Families and the School
The final question on the Kindergarten parent questionnaire asked the respondents to
select from a list of possible connective strategies. The objective of including these
strategies was to encourage and build upon the existing connections which existed
between families and the school in order to arrange further experiences that would inform
parents about the secondary Discourse of school literacy practices. The following table
shows which of the connective strategies were selected by the respondents.

Table 4.2: Kindergarten Parents' Selection of Possible Activities to Strengthen
Bonds between the School and Families
Family One

Family Two

Family Three

A Monthly Literacy Newsletter
v"

Semi-regular (approx. every five
weeks) Morning!Afternoon Teas for
Staff and Parents
Semi-regular (only once a term)
Morning/Afternoon Teas for Staff
and Parents
Workshops Conducted by Local
Consultants
Further Information in Regards to
Student Assessment and Work
Sample Indicators

v"

v"

v"

v"
v"
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v"

Axial coding revealed that morning or afternoon teas held once a term and further
information about student assessment and work sample indicators were the most popular
selections.

This question also included a section designated for respondents to relay their own
ideas for encouraging connections between the school and families. The respondent from
Family One was the only participant who used this space and she suggested that the
school could initiate one-to-one meetings between parents and teachers as a means of
discussing the child's progress, as well as the possibility of a workshop or talk about the
Teaching Handwriting Reading and Spelling Skills (THRASS) program and the best way
parents could help to consolidate their child's learning whilst they were at home (see
definitions of key terms in Chapter One for more information about THRASS). The
responses to this question were crucial to the connective program, as it gave me some
idea about the types of activities that parents favoured.

4.1.4 Family Literacy Journals - Terms One and Two

The Family Literacy Journals were explained and initially handed out to each
Kindergarten family in the week following the Introductory Morning Tea. The journal
was accompanied by a letter (see Appendix 15) which defined literacy events and gave an
example of what an entry in the journal may look like. Participants were not given a
structured schedule of how often they should write in the journal, rather, this was left to
their own discretion. The contents of the Kindergarten's journals for terms one and two
were coded in order to gain an insight into what type of literacy activities occurred within
the homes of students once they had officially started their schooling. This then left terms
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three and four to further incorporate some of the family literacy events within the school
literacy program. This strategy enabled me to use elements of the Kindergarten students'
primary Discourses in classroom activities. Open coding allowed me to form the
preliminary themes of reading, writing and spelling, talking and listening and technology.
Axial and selective coding of the data from the family literacy journals made it possible
for me to further classifY the nature of the literacy events. From this, the following
categories were created:
•

activities that were school generated and either focused on reading, writing and
spelling, talking and listening or technology, and;

•

home generated activities that were also organised into the groups of reading,
writing and spelling, talking and listening or technology

The following discussion refers to the family literacy events according to these themes.
Some of the family literacy events discussed in the family literacy journals had links to
more than one category, such as Claire's spelling activities, which had elements of
spelling, writing, listening and talking. The literacy events were categorised according to
the most prominent themes that they contained.

School Generated Activities - Reading
The Home Reading Scheme
In all three family literacy journals the most significant reading activity adopted in the
students' homes was the reading of texts by students as part of the Home Reading
Scheme. The reading of home readers by students to their family members, particularly
their parents, appeared to serve a number of purposes within the three Kindergarten
students' families.
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Claire's family wrote how she considered the taking home of her home readers as her
homework: "Claire is very pleased to be bringing 'homework' home (her home reader
book) and very much enjoys reading to anyone who will listen" (CLJ, 26.5.2004:3). This
comment suggested that Claire felt a sense of ownership over the home readers she took
home, and treated the whole process with great responsibility. It was also a literacy event
that she wished to share with her family.

The entries about the Home Reading Scheme written by Ashley's family showed that
not only did Ashley enjoy the Scheme, but her parents also found it beneficial.
Ashley has enjoyed her reading each night this week. She has participated
about 15 minutes per night. Ashley enjoys reading to us. This is important to us
as it allows us to follow her progress in reading development. We enjoy asking
Ashley about the book she is reading as it allows her to discuss the book and
this shows us what she is getting out of it (ALl, 4.6.2004:2).
The reading of the home readers by students at their home not only gave them the
opportunity to utilise and practise their reading skills, but also gave parents an insight into
their daughters' reading progress.

One of the home readers that Sarah took home actually stimulated a home generated
project, involving Sarah and her parents. After bringing home a reader entitled Babies it
was decided that Sarah could write her own book about her family. Sarah dictated the
words she wanted for her story and this was typed up on the computer by either Mum or
Dad, with relevant photographs added (SLJ, June 2004:3). Once completed, the book was
brought into school by Sarah and it was with great pride and enjoyment that she showed
her peers the special book. Sarah's family also produced their own activities involving
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the home readers brought home, such as reading through the text more than once each
day, and asking the child to read the text without seeing the illustrations. These family
literacy events highlight the fact that parents may interpret school generated events in a
manner not intended by the school. Selective coding revealed that all three girls were
highly involved in the Home Reading Scheme and appeared to have a great amount of
parental support with the process.

Borrowing of Library Books
Another reading activity which occurred at the students' homes and had been
instigated by the school was the borrowing of books from the school's library. The
borrowing of library books was another opportunity for students to read to family
members, or in fact be read to by a family member. This process allowed students to
select books with a little more freedom than the Home Reading Scheme enabled them to,
as the scheme required students to select a book according to a specific level. According
to her literacy journal during one of the school's library sessions Sarah selected an
Aboriginal Dreamtime story, after seeing something similar on the television (SLJ,
20.5.2004: 1). Hence, her library book selection was based on something which was
relevant to her. On 18th June 2004 Ashley's family wrote that during the week they had
helped Ashley read her home reader, as well as read her library book to her. Again, this
was another activity valued by Ashley's parents: after reading the library book to Ashley
it was written that "this is enjoying [sic] as we can see the concentration as she listens to
the reading" (ALJ, 18.6.2004:3). The borrowing of school library books gave students the
opportunity to personally select texts and share them with family members.
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School Generated Activities - Writing and Spelling
The THRASS Handwriting Chart
As well as taking home a home reader, the school also provided Kindergarten students
with a laminated THRASS handwriting chart. This chart featured lower case and capital
letters, as well as the directions for correctly writing each of the letters of the alphabet.
Hence, students could practise the letter names of the alphabet when at home, as well as
correctly focusing on the correct formation of lower case and capital letters. Because the
charts had been laminated students could over-write the letters using a water-based
marker and once completed simply wipe the chart clean.

Whilst the term one and two entries in Claire's literacy journal did not provide any
examples of Claire practising her letters of the alphabet as a school orientated activity,
there were several instances in the home generated activities where Claire appeared to
utilise her knowledge of the THRASS handwriting chart. These will be discussed later in
this chapter.

During the entries in Ashley's literacy journal for the first half of the school year what
appeared to be school generated spelling activities were mentioned twice. For the entry
dated 11 th June 2004 Ashley's family reported how Ashley had read her home reader and
practised her alphabet (AU, 11.6.2004:2). This gave the impression that on occasions in
Ashley's house the events of reading and writing, or reciting the alphabet were done in
conjunction with one another. In the entry dated 18th June 2004, it was stated how
"Ashley was practising her spelling, telling us how she can spell her own name" (AU,
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18.6.2004:3). In this instance Ashley had applied her knowledge of the THRASS chart to
something of great relevance to her, the spelling of her own name.

In the term one and two entries of Sarah's literacy journal, the occurrence of activities
associated with the THRASS handwriting chart were just as common as the instances
where home reading activities were mentioned. Similar to Ashley, the THRASS
handwriting chart seemed to be used in conjunction with the home reader. Sarah's family
also instigated their own activities associated with the THRASS handwriting chart,
including asking Sarah to pick out specific letters on the chart, focusing on lower case
letters, and writing words as well as just the individual letters. Axial coding of the data
collected on the THRASS handwriting chart highlighted how school generated literacy
practices were often completed in conjunction with one another and again demonstrated
how teaching staff had little impact on how families initiated and transformed school
generated activities within their homes.

School Generated Activities - Talking, Listening and Technology
The school did not specifically set up any activities that directly dealt with either
talking and listening or technology. Despite this, I recognise the fact that both the Home
Reading Scheme and spelling activities would have included the use of some listening
and talking skills.

Home Generated Activities - Reading
Reading for Pleasure
From analysing the term one and two entries in the family literacy journals, it became
apparent that reading for pleasure which had been instigated by family members was
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important to all three of the families. However, it was interesting to examine the various
ways that reading activities were conducted within the Kindergarten students' homes.

As with the Home Reading Scheme, Claire liked having a sense of ownership and
independence when she was reading for pleasure at home. The first entry in her literacy
journal revealed how at that particular time she had a favourite book, which was called
Pal the Pony. The entry described how although Claire initially enjoyed listening to the

story being read to her, she then wanted to recite the words by herself (CU, 22.5.2004:1).
Claire also took the opportunity to read new things on outings away from the home, such
as road signs: "On the way to town she read the 'speed zone' signs to me and also took
notice of other road signs... She was very observant of all signs" (CLl, 24.5.2004: I).
Claire's term one and two literacy journal entries also revealed how she did not simply
read for pleasure with her parents. She also spent time reading with her grandmother
(CLl, 9.6.2004:4) and brother (CLl, 28.6.2004:8). In Claire's case reading activities
generated by her family seemed to occur in a relaxed and supportive manner, with Claire
being a keen participant.

Similarly to Claire, Ashley appeared to be an enthusiastic participant of reading for
pleasure, or home generated reading activities, and there were occasions when it was in
fact Ashley who instigated the activities. One such example involved Ashley reading the
time on the clock: "She woke up in the morning telling me the time, she was reading all
the numbers on the clock" (AU, 11.6.2004:2). This household also presented Ashley
with the opportunity to read books not associated with the school, simply reading for
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pleasure, where Ashley was gIven time to go back through the text and review the
illustrations (1.7.2004:3). These situations put Ashley in a position where she was
comfortable, had support and participated in enjoyable activities.

From completing axial coding with the term one and two entries for Sarah it was
obvious that reading activities instigated by the family occurred on a regular basis. It is
interesting to note that just as Sarah selected a school library book on the basis of it
reminding her of something she had seen on the television, the selection of a book read
for pleasure at home was also selected due to its relevance. A Five Minute Fairy Tale
about the Tooth Fairy was read to Sarah because she had her first loose tooth. Hence,
there were occasions in Sarah's family when the themes of books worked in connection
with real life events. What also became obvious from reading the term one and two
entries from Sarah's literacy journal was that reading for pleasure instigated by the family
usually occurred at the same time that the home reader was read by Sarah. It would
appear that in her home a specific time was set aside for both home and school orientated
reading activities. Selective coding saw reading for pleasure as a prominent family
literacy event in all families.

Home Generated - Writing and Spelling
Writing Letters and Cards
All three literacy journals contained evidence of the Kindergarten students
participating in either letter writing or card creation. Claire's interest in letter writing
seemed to have originated from the purchase of a letter writing kit from the Scholastic
Book Club, as from that moment on she started practising writing letters and cards
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(16.6.2004:6). After receiving the letter writing kit Claire wrote her grandmother a letter
and it was reported in her literacy journal that "she [was] keen on writing and learning to
spell" (2.7.2004:8).

During the term one and two entries in Ashley's literacy journal letter writing was
only discussed on one occasion. In this particular case, Ashley had written a letter to a
friend at school.

In Sarah's literacy journal (2004) there was one specific instance where the writing of
letters (or messages as they were referred to in this event) was included in a game. Sarah
and her father took turns writing messages to one another, which were then delivered to
the recipient via the family's dog. A home generated writing activity where everyone was
involved! Sarah's literacy journal also revealed how she spent time creating birthday
cards for her Aunt and Uncle. Axial coding revealed that although the writing activities
created within the homes of the Kindergarten students were structured and obviously had
a point to them, the activities also involved great input from the children themselves.

Spelling
In the term one and two literacy journal entries, Claire appeared to be the only student
who participated in spelling activities that were not, in some way, directly related to a
spelling activity which had been initiated by the school. However, some of the activities
instigated by Claire were relevant to what was occurring within the classroom at the time.
For example, on asking one of her parents to write down the names of some animals
Claire informed them that a lower-case letter should not have been used at the beginning
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of the animals' names. The journal entry referring to this occasion does not make it clear
whether Claire had given the animals' names where a proper noun would be required, or
whether in fact she was confusing the purpose of a common and proper noun.
Nevertheless, Claire's parent wrote of this incident: "She is obviously listening to her
teachers at school as she corrects me each time I make a mistake" (CU, 4.6.2004:3).

It was also conveyed in Claire's journal how she made words on a magnetic board

(30.5.2004:2) and tried to spell words with assistance given by one of her parents
(2.6.2004:3). Claire's desire for independence was evident again when it was written:
"She is beginning to write a lot of words on her own now" (16.6.2004:6). Axial coding
revealed that the home generated spelling found in Claire's literacy journal contained
elements of what she had been learning in school generated spelling activities and that
she enjoyed the challenge of attempting the spelling of words by herself.

Writing and Drawing
Axial coding uncovered how both Ashley and Sarah participated in writing activities
that were home generated. Whilst not directly spelling activities, I recognise the fact that
elements of spelling, such as asking how to spell a word, may in fact have occurred, but
this information has been omitted by the scribes of the journals. Ashley's journal gave an
insight into how one week she enjoyed spending time drawing and writing (4.6.2004:2).
One afternoon Sarah spent some time practising both her writing and drawing
(21.5.2004: 1), whilst on another occasion Sarah was reported to have actually written
onto some of her drawings (n.d.:3), possibly describing the content of her pictures.
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Selective coding revealed how both Ashley and Sarah often combined writing tasks with
drawing.

Home Generated - Talking and Listening
Questioning and Discussions
The talking and listening events recorded in the literacy journal entries for terms one
and two varied from simple questioning by the students, to discussions and games.
Claire's journal relayed an example of Claire utilising her questioning skills. This
occurred when Claire was writing letters and cards and she needed some assistance with
deciding if a lower case or capital letter was correct: "[Claire] will ask if a word is a
lower case letter or starts with a capital letter" (16.6.2004:6). This particular instance
highlighted the fact that Claire had confidence and was capable of knowing how to
verbally source information she required.

An example of Ashley actively participating in a discussion during a family trip to
Sydney was provided in her literacy journal.
Whilst traveling to Sydney this week Ashley spoke about suburbs and [was]
pronouncing them as we traveled through. She started to guess the upcoming
suburb and was observant of the direction we were heading (AU, 24.5.2004: I).

For Ashley, this discussion appeared to be about her collecting information and using this
newly acquired knowledge as the journey continued. In the same journal entry it was also
conveyed how Ashley sang along with songs on the radio and Compact Discs (CDs) and
had a good recollection of the words (AU, 24.5.2004: I). This gave the impression that
Ashley was quite confident in using spoken language to discuss and source information.
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As previously mentioned in the school generated reading section, Sarah and her family
created a book about themselves, and it was during this activity that Sarah was given the
opportunity to describe what she wanted to include in the book. In regards to talking and
listening skills, this gave Sarah the opportunity to express ideas which she had been
thinking about in an environment that was supportive and encouraging. Axial coding
uncovered, and then later selective coding confirmed, that questions and discussions
occurred during everyday experiences. The game created by Sarah's family had been
designed to encourage those playing to use their questioning and cognitive skills.

Word Games
Within Sarah's home a game incorporating talking and listening skills had been
developed by the family and was written about on two occasions in the term one and two
journal entries. The game, which was called Guess Who, required the participants to take
turns describing an animal. The animal's feeding habits, physical characteristics and its
habitat were all used as clues (27.5.2004:2). No doubt this exercise aided in the
development of Sarah's ability to describe specific objects, as well as being able to think
about a series of clues in order to find a successful outcome.

Home Generated - Technology
Computers
Open coding found that in the term one and two literacy journal entries two out of the
three families discussed their children using the computer in home generated activities.
The first instance when the use of a computer was mentioned in Claire's literacy journal
was when she had been playing an educational computer game on the family's computer:
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"It involves maths solving and matching things. This is one of her favorite [sic] things to

do after school" (27.5.2004:2). On this occasion it would appear that playing on the
computer was a pleasing activity for the student. In the next incident when Claire was
using the computer she was learning how to type with the keyboard and it was discovered
that the board only had capital letters on the keys (11.6.2004:5). This would have been
quite an interesting activity for Claire, due to the insight she had been given into capital
and lower case letters at school.

Sarah was the other student who had entries referring to her usage of the family's
computer, with the first instance being her using a phonics program. The second example
of a computer being used at Sarah's house occurred when, as previously mentioned,
Sarah and her family decided to create a book about their family. Once Sarah dictated to
her parent what she wanted to say, it was then typed up onto the computer. This is an
example of a parent modeling the use of the computer within the family home. Selective
coding labeled computer use within the students' homes as being sources of fun,
facilitating the implementation of skills learnt at school and completing family projects.

Photocopiers
The only other instance that a source of technology was discussed was in Claire's
literacy journal, when the writer of the journal wrote about Claire copying pictures from
colouring books to paint. Of this occasion it was written: "Claire has been using the
photocopier for a while now..." (12.6.2004:5). From this it can be suggested that Claire
could read and understand the symbols and writing on the photocopier, and did not
appear to need assistance in using it.
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4.1.5 Summary of Family Literacy Events and Practices
The following table summarises all of the literacy events, both home and school
generated, found in the Kindergarten students' homes. The table is based on Cairney and
Ruge's (l998b: Ill) table of literacy practices and events, which is included in Chapter
Two. However, the structure of this table differs from Cairney and Ruge's in that I have
used a system where a literacy event can belong to more than one literacy practice. This
was done because when it came to categorising the literacy events it became obvious that
there was overlap.
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Table 4.3: Classification of Family Literacy Events according to the Home (Family)
Literacy Practices found in Cairney and Ruge (1998b)
Kindergarten Student Family
Literacy Events

Listens to/looks at picture and story
books
Borrows school library books
Ask questions and participates in
discussions with friends/family
members
Participates in word games

Literacy
Practice No.
t: literacy for
establishing
and
maintaining
relationships

Literacy
Practice No.
2: literacy for
accessing or
displaying
information

Literacy
Practice No.
3: literacy for
pleasure
and/or selfexpression

Literacy
Practice No.
4: literacy for
skills
development

./
./
./

Watches educational television
programs
Reads and asks about symbols, signs
and posters
Finds familiar brands at the
supermarket
Writes letters and cards

./
./

./

./

./

./

./

./

./

./

./

./

./

Uses a photocopier
./

Recites words of a familiar story or
picture book
Draws pictures and talks about the
content of the picture
Reads for pleasure

./
./

./

./
./

'Practices'spelling
./

Writes and then draws a picture about
the text
Plays educational computer games

./

./
./

Engages in free time and watches
parents use the computer
Watches parents/older siblings read
magazines, comics, newspapers and
novels
Participates in the Home Reading
Scheme
Uses the THRASS handwriting chart

./
./

./

./

./
./

./
./
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Table 4.3 has been included as a means of showing the reader the diverse range of
family literacy events found in the Kindergarten students' homes, as well as to show the
family literacy practices which these events can be linked to.

4.1.6 Frequency of Family Literacy Practices in the Homes of Students
The following table compares how often the Kindergarten students participated in the
family literacy practices recognised by Cairney and Ruge (1998b). To clarify how often
the Kindergarten students were involved in each of the family literacy practices, I
completed selective coding with each of the family literacy events found in the family
literacy journals. Each time it was evident that a child had participated in a particular
literacy event I then identified which family literacy practices it incorporated. A tally was
created for each student and these results can be seen in Table 4.4. The table does not
include the family literacy events from the Kindergarten parent questionnaire, as the
respondents were not required to put their name on the questionnaire and these were not
matched with each student.

Table 4.4: Frequency of Family Literacy Practices within the Kindergarten
Students' Homes (as found in the Family Literacy Journals)

Claire
Ashley
Sarah

Literacy
Practice No.1:
literacy for
establishing and
maintaining
relationships
2
3
3

Literacy
Practice No.2:
literacy for
accessing or
displaying
information
2
3
3
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Literacy
Practice No.3:
literacy for
pleasure and/or
self-expression
5
5

8

Literacy
Practice No.4:
literacy for
skills
development
3
3
4

The frequency of the literacy practices numbered one, two and four were very similar
for all students. Selective coding highlighted how for all three students the most common
family literacy practice was literacy for pleasure and/or self expression.

4.2

Research Question Two - How does a small rural school connect

with the families of their students?
In regards to connections between families and school, Cairney et a1. (1995b: 155)
found that student success was increased when both parties were working towards a
common objective: "When the goals and practices of parents are in line with those of the
school, problems seemed to be reduced and achievement optimised." This highlights the
importance for families and schools to work together. However, this is not to suggest that
the school should state to families what is expected from them and their children, rather,
both the school and families must learn from one another.

McNaughton (1995: 177)

stressed the importance of this and revealed how families need to know about the
activities and systems of learning and development in educational settings, whereas,
schools need to become familiar with the activities and systems of development and
development within the students' homes. As educators we need to question what can
actually be done to make these connections a reality.

The rationale behind this question was simply to examine how information about the
students' literacy development was exchanged between the location of a secondary
Discourse and the location of a primary Discourse. In other words, how did the school
connect with the family literacy practices of its families and inform families about school
literacy practices? This was done in order to find out some of the means currently evident
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in a small rural school of NSW that connects families and teaching staff. During semiformal interviews (see Appendix 2) the parents of the 2003 Kindergarten class (2004
Year One parents) were asked to express their experiences associated with gaining
information about their child's literacy development in 2003, as well as the connections
existing in 2004. There were two Kindergarten students in 2003 and both students had a
parent who was interviewed at this point in the research. One of the parent participants
also had an older child at the school and drew upon these experiences as well. During the
Principal's semi-formal interview (see Appendix 3) she was also asked to reflect on the
means by which parents could find out about the literacy activities conducted within the
school, as well as the ways by which parents were kept informed of their child's literacy
development.

Various means of communication between families and the school were identified
through open coding and have been categorised as follows:

informal verbal

communication; formal verbal communication; written communication; opinions of the
Principal and parents; and the school's current position of including elements of students'
primary Discourses in the classroom. The formation of the above categories has enabled
the identification of various forms of connections utilised by the school and families
during 2003 and at the commencement of 2004. The relationship between these
categories became more apparent during axial and selective coding.

4.2.1 Informal Verbal Communication
Axial coding identified unprompted discussions and student conversations as being the
two forms of informal verbal communication identified in the semi-formal interviews.
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Unprompted Discussions
In this instance, informal verbal communication refers to the occasions when staff

members, particularly the Principal, and parents had the opportunity to discuss children's
development in the area of literacy in an unprompted fashion. These occasions may have
occurred before or after school as a spontaneous conversation or may have also occurred
if either staff or parents had something to discuss which did not require a formal
interview. The Principal saw informal verbal communication as a vehicle whereby
parents' knowledge about a particular issue could be developed at a more gradual pace, as
opposed to what might occur in a more formal setting:
.. .1 must say I find the informal contact that I have, the on-going ones,

particularly as here I know there are parents who have a very limited literacy
capacity, so me being able to talk to them and quickly showing them what it
was I mean, is a slow build up to understanding rather than in a more formal
meeting, having everything put in front of them and perhaps it becoming
overwhelming for them (PO IIf SI, 2004:2).

Parents also recognised informal, unprompted discussions between teaching staff and
parents as a means of gaining an insight into their child's literacy development:
"Probably finding out about development was just through talking to the teachers,
probably to [the Principal] in particular" (P003b SI, 2004: 1). Participant 006d also
recognised simply talking through things with the Principal as one of the ways that
information was accessed about her child's literacy development (SI, 2004: 1). Axial and
then selective coding uncovered that both the Principal and the parents recognised
unprompted discussions about the students' literacy development as a common means of
communication.
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Students as a Source of Information
It would seem obvious that the students themselves may be regarded as an important

connection between families and the school, particularly when it came to parents learning
about what had been occurring within the classroom. However, a semi-formal interview
with Participant 003b (Year One Parent), a mother of two male students at the school,
revealed that this is not always the case: "I don't know whether it's boys or girls that are
different, but getting any information was pretty tricky on what they did" (2004:2). When
asked about their day at school one of the common responses from the students was, "I
forgot," or sometimes, "Oh, I did hard work." When questioned about what this hard
work involved the response was, "Oh, I don't know." Hence, using students as a way of
connecting the school with families may not always be a successful approach, as there are
some students who are reluctant to share their schooling experiences with family
members. This undoubtedly leaves parents with no real knowledge of what their children
have been involved in during the school day.

On the other hand, when Participant 006d (Year One Parent) was asked how she found
out about her child's literacy development, one of the means she described was her son:
"Michael usually tells me what he does" (SI, 2004: I). This same child would also confide
in his mother when he was experiencing difficulties or had a problem at school: " ... if
Michael has a problem he will say something at home and then 1 will go and ask [the
Principal] and [she] will explain it to Michael and he'll be good" (P006d SI, 2004:1).
Selective coding showed how children can either resist or aid the connections between
families and the school and demonstrated that, even in such a small setting, students
behave quite differently. Therefore, this mode of communication can be classified as both

108

a successful and unsuccessful way of connecting the school and families, depending on
what and how the child relayed information to his or her parents.

4.2.2 Formal Verbal Communication
Open coding uncovered formal interviews, three-way reporting, syllabus meetings
with parents, assemblies and presentation nights as the existing means of formal verbal
communication between the school and families. The comments in the following sections
were the results of axial and selective coding.

Formal Interviews
Prior to the commencement of the study, and indeed whilst the research study was in
progress, families were quite welcome to request a formal meeting with the Principal to
discuss their child's development in literacy, or indeed, in any of the Key Learning Areas
(KLAs). If deemed necessary, the Principal was in a position to invite parents into the
school to discuss a child's progress. However, this style of communication rarely took
place, possibly due to the fact that parents could easily access the Principal for any
concerns they had in a very informal manner. The Principal was of the opinion that the
parents were not very comfortable with attending formal meetings:
They don't seem to like it, I guess because I see them informally so much, they
don't seem to like to make a formal interview time, they seem to see that as
being a very negative experience. Only because they're not used to it, I think
(PO 1 If SI, 2004:6).

Whilst parents' feelings of intimidation or fear of the unknown may have prevented them
from frequently using this form of communication, the opportunity to participate in such
a formal interview was offered by the school.
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Three-way reporting
One particular instance where formal verbal communication did exist was during
three-way reporting. This occurred towards the end of semester one and instead of only
parents and the Principal attending this formal meeting, the students were also present.
This gave students the opportunity to tell parents in their own words what they had been
doing, achieving and finding difficult in the classroom. Under the direction of the
Principal, students showed parents their school books and work sample folders (these
folders are discussed in detail in Section 4.2.3). Whilst one may hold the view that this
initiative is a key opportunity for parents to gain an insight into what was occurring
within the classroom, the Principal felt that there were in fact parents who were
intimidated by the process: "So the three-way reporting... is not only an interesting
exercise and part of the processes of reporting to parents of the child, but it can be quite
confronting for some parents to actually participate in that" (PO 11 f SI, 2004:6). As to
why parents found this process confronting the Principal relayed that it was because they
were simply not used to participating in such an event (2004:6).

Whilst the fact that the three-way reporting system gave students valuable experience
at discussing their education with their teacher and parents, a weakness of this form of
connecting families and the school is that some parents were not feeling at ease during
the process. Selective coding confirmed how this was similar to the formal interviews and
this raises the issue of how beneficial the experience is if parents find it difficult to
participate.
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Syllabus Meetings with Parents
During tenns one and two, in the year prior to the research project, the Principal held a
number of meetings with parents not only to introduce the reporting and assessment style
of the work sample folder, but also to discuss the English syllabus. The meetings were
held at the school and whilst they were fonnally organised the infonnation was presented
in an infonnal manner, to encourage the attendees to ask questions. The presentations
also gave parents some understanding about the tenninology which would be used in the
work sample folders, such as the tenns "Indicator" and "Outcome".
.. .1 discussed exactly what an Outcome was and I used the English curriculum

as a guide to explain to them the work sample folder, which was started with
English and I used that to explain what those words meant, what it meant in the
marking scale, of working towards, achieving and working beyond and
experiencing difficulties, what all that meant when I put that annotation on the
work sample (PO II f SI, 2004: I).

The benefit of this connective strategy between the families and the school was that it had
been designed to clarify the language found in another fonn of communication between
the two parties, this being the work sample folders. It was hoped that these lead-up
discussions would assist the parents with understanding the content of the folders and
therefore increasing the success of the school communicating with the families of
students.

Assemblies and Presentation Night
Twice a term the school held an assembly, attended by parents and other interested
members of the community. Students ran the assemblies, each Stage given a tum at
participating in this responsibility, enabling them to utilise and practise their public
speaking skills. Assemblies were another instance whereby parents were verbally
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infonned of the progress of the school, watched student presentations and performances,
as well as learned about notable achievements of specific students.

The school's presentation night was held in late term four and fonnally recognised the
achievements of students in the various KLAs. Again, this was attended by parents and
interested community members. The main benefit of the school assemblies and the
presentation night was that the events gave family members the opportunity to see
directly what students had been doing, as it was the students who were presenting the
infonnation, rather than the staff relaying it to the audience.

4.2.3 Written Communication

Open coding of the Principal and Year One parents' semi-fonnal interviews identified
work sample folders, the school's newsletter, the Sunnyvale Co-ee, information about
homework and the Home Reading Scheme, the Basic Skills Test (BST) and the
assessment and reporting survey as the means by which the school communicated with
families through written documents.

Work Sample Folders

During each of the four school tenns the teaching staff worked towards collecting a
sample of the students' work from each of the various KLAs. These pieces of work were
annotated and assessed by the teacher, according to the following scale: experiencing
difficulties (with achieving the Outcome); working towards (achieving the Outcome);
achieving (the Outcome); and working beyond (the Outcome). Along with the annotated
work samples a general report was written by the Principal about the child's progress. At
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the end of terms two and four the students' school reports were also included in the work
sample folders. There was also a section where students could comment on their progress
in each of the KLAs, including what they had enjoyed doing during the term and what
they felt they needed to work on in the following term. Parents were provided with a
section in which they were encouraged to write a comment about their child's progress
and development (PO II f SI, 2004: I).

The Year One parents who were questioned about the current connections which
existed between families and the school mentioned the work sample folders in a positive
manner. When Participant 006d was asked to talk about how she found out about her
child's literacy development, she initially mentioned the work sample folders (SI,
2004: 1). Further discussion revealed that she was obviously very satisfied with this
means of communication between the school and her family: " .. .I've never seen it before.
Even [another local school is] doing it now and I think it's a marvelous idea. The kids get
to explain that themselves. You know, you see work that they do, but most of it gets like,
thrown out at school, or something, and you don't get to see it" (P006d SI, 2004:2).
Participant 003b was also pleased with the school's use of the work sample folders as a
means of connecting the school with the families and stated, "It was terrific to see their
work, and yeah, what they are doing" (P003b SI, 2004: I). This form of communication
between families and the school was viewed as being highly successful, particularly by
the parent body, as the fact that they could actually see some examples of their child's
work gave this connection more meaning to parents.
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The School's Newsletter
Approximately every two to three weeks a newsletter, written by the Principal, was
sent home to families via their children. Of course, this connection between families and
the school did not simply focus on what was happening within the school in terms of the
students' literacy development, but presented a much broader view of the school, giving
tips to parents and reminding them of any upcoming events: "Newsletters, not perhaps so
specific in terms of the curriculum, but letting them know what sorts of things they could
do at home to help with their child at school..." (POll f SI, 2004: I). However, whilst a
school's newsletter may be regarded as one of the more appropriate methods for a school
to communicate with families, axial coding revealed that it may not be an infallible
means of connecting with families. Participant 003b raised the issue of how it can only
serve its purpose if families, and more particularly parents, actually read the newsletters'
contents: "I mean I suppose from the school's point of view they've got to rely on that the
parents are going to read the newsletter... which can be, you know, I mean I'm guilty of
not reading a number of the newsletters" (2004:4). This was another instance that
selective coding showed how even though the school could organise connective activities
with a specific purpose, the school has no way of ensuring it is implemented as desired in
the families' homes.

The Sunnyvale Co-ee
This annual magazine was written by the students and produced at the school for all
families, staff and various community members. It contained pieces of writing from each
student, such as narratives, recounts of special events and excursions, descriptions, poetry
and even jokes. A Principal's Report and a report written by the President of the Parents
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and Citizens Association were also included within the magazine. Whilst it was a huge
task for the school to produce the magazine, the completed text was of a very high
standard and gave families the opportunity to see what type of literacy activities students
from other Stages had completed. This connective activity was one which also linked the
wider community with the school, as it was distributed to all people who had an interest
in the school.

Information about Homework and the Home Reading Scheme
Rather than simply relying on the students to discuss with their parents what the
expectations were for homework and the Home Reading Scheme, an information sheet
for both topics had been created for parents to read. Homework was given out on a
Monday, to be returned by Friday of the same week. This applied for Year One to Year
Six. The homework information sheet included a rationale about why students were
encouraged to complete the homework tasks, as well as some advice as to what students
could do if they were experiencing difficulties with the tasks.

All students, from Kindergarten to Year Six, were encouraged to borrow a text from
the extensive leveled readers and then take it home to read to someone at home. In
regards to the Home Reading Scheme the Principal discussed how, when introducing
parents to the system, she conversed with the parents of each family on a one-to-one basis
(SI, 2004:5). Students were required to keep a record of the text which they had taken
home and on the back of this record sheet there was a written list of ideas parents could
keep in mind in order to help their child with his or her reading. The Principal explained
the reasoning behind this list of hints as follows:
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I'm not assuming [the parents] don't know anything because that would be
very arrogant of me and

r don't think that's appropriate at all,

but

r come from

the premise of okay, well, here are some little exercises, little activities they
can do, here are some suggestions and they don't have to do them, but this is
best practice (Sr, 2004:5).

However, whilst the school had adopted the practice of giving parents ideas on how they
could work in with the school to help develop the students' reading skills, the school had
no way of knowing if the hints were read by families, and indeed utilised within the
homes of students. Due to this fact the success of the information sheets for homework
and the Home Reading Scheme relied on parents actually reading them and using the
information provided within their homes.

The Basic Skills Test
Children in Years Three and Five were required to sit the state-wide Basic Skills Test
(BST) and the results of this examination were given to parents. Hence, this test was
considered as another means of the school communicating with families about students'
literacy development. (Students in Year Three to Six also sat for the state-wide
University ofNSW Reading, Writing and Mathematics examinations. The results of these
tests were mainly used to inform the staff ofthe students' progress and highlight the areas
of skill development which the teaching staff needed to focus on). Firstly, the Principal
used the BST as an opportunity to discuss with parents the results she felt that the child
would attain. Then, once the results had arrived at the school, the students' results were
analysed and sent home to families: " ... results of[the] Basic Skills Test, that was another
way of communicating to parents and my expectations of what their child was going to

116

achieve after the results had come in and then discussing what the child actually did
achieve" (POllfSI, 2004:1).

Participant 003b, whose eldest child had sat the Year Three BST in 2003, felt it was
not until students reached Year Three and had participated in the BST that parents gained
a thorough insight into their child's literacy learning.
1 think, 1 mean later on, obviously later on in education, when they get to ...
Grade Three and they do the Basic Skills, then you sort of know where they are
with the big picture. You know if they're holding their own or not. But up until
then, yeah, you're sort of not really sure that, okay, this is what is expected ofa
child at that age (2004: I).

Whilst the formal assessment of the BST gives parents an indication of their children's
literacy achievement, it must be pointed out that students do not participate in this
assessment until Year Three. For me, this raises the question of whether or not parents
feel that they can access similar results about their children's literacy development in the
years prior to them sitting for the BST. So, whilst this form of communication with
families may be regarded as being quite informative for parents they only receive the
information twice out of the seven years of primary schooling.

Assessment and Reporting Survey
At the beginning of term two, 2004, the school sent each family (Kindergarten to Year
Six) a survey to complete about the current reporting styles used by the school (an
initiative separate to this research project), in order to determine which was of most value
to the parents. Survey participants were asked to rank the various reporting styles from 1
- 5, 1 being the least informative style of reporting student progress and 5 being the most
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informative style. The reporting styles which parents had to choose from included work
sample folders, three-way reporting at the end of semester one, half yearly written report,
yearly written report (both reports kept in students' work sample folders) and formal
interviews involving parents and the school.

Five out of a possible seven surveys were returned to the school and when the surveys
were analysed the following information was revealed: two families felt that the threeway reporting method was the most informative means of conveying information; formal
interviews were selected by another two families as the most informative means; and the
work sample folders were selected by one of the families as being the most informative
means of communicating about student performance. However, in contrast to these
results two families felt that the work sample folders were the least informative way to
report a child's learning progress; three-way reporting was recognised as the least
informative means by one family, as was the half yearly written report and formal
interviews involving parents and the school. Not only do the results of the survey
demonstrate just how diverse preferences and views can be, even in the small sample of
five families, but the survey itself was another means of extracting valuable information
from families. However, it is imperative to point out that this information can only be
accessed if families return the completed survey to the school.

4.2.4 Opinions of the Principal and Year One Parents
Open coding, and then axial coding isolated a number of opinions held by the parents
and the Principal. Selective coding found the most salient opinions as: parents
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approaching the teaching staff, untapped opportunities and changes

III

the nature of

parents' role in education.

Parents Approaching the Teaching Staff
Despite the fact that the two parents who were consulted about the connections which
existed in 2003, as well as the current connections (in 2004), both agreed that the
teaching staff were accessible and amicable, their opinions did differ in some aspects.
Whilst Participant 003b stated that any concerns she had were indeed listened to when
she broached them at the school (SI, 2004:2), she also mentioned how hard it could be for
parents to raise concerns with teachers: "I don't think that there's any difficulties with
being approachable, except sometimes you, you feel like you're - you don't want to feel
like you're questioning what they're doing with them" (SI, 2004:3). Later, Participant
003b suggested that teachers hold an authoritarian position, and it is this which can be
intimidating:
But it's like anyone, like teachers are in a position of authority and you can sort
of easily get - feel [it's] a bit hard to approach them. It's sort of, I suppose
similar to a policeman in a way, you want to feel that you can talk to them and
ask them (SI, 2004:4).
Selective coding linked this to the Principal's earlier comments about formal interviews
and three-way reporting: it was assumed that in a formal situation parents can feel uneasy
conversing with their child's teacher.

In comparison, Participant 006d seemed quite at ease with approaching the teaching
staff, particularly the Principal, about any concerns she had: " ... if I've got a problem with
Michael at school, I'll go and ask [the Principal] straight away" (SI, 2004: I). She also
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saw the Principal in a position of authority, but recognised this as being a constructive
thing for the students of the school: "In my opinion, [the Principal is] a better teacher than
the teacher before... It's a lot better now that the kids have got more authority" (SI,
2004:2). Hence, whilst parents might view teachers as holding a position of authority, this
can mean different things to different people. Whilst Participant 003b appeared to be a
little anxious about conversing with teachers, Participant 006d viewed the authority
which she believed the Principal to possess as being a positive entity for the students.
Participant 006d and Participant 003b highlighted the fact that the approachability of
teaching staff is not always dependent on the personality of the staff, rather it also relies
on how parents perceive staff members; do they see his or her child's teacher as someone
whom they can ask questions of and share concerns with? If parents simply see their
child's teacher as an authoritarian figure that is unapproachable, then the simple
connective strategy of teachers and parents conversing with one another may become an
unsuccessful practice.

Untapped Opportunities
During her semi-formal interview Participant 003b revealed how she believed that she
did not know enough about what level her children should be achieving at school, as well
as the type of things she should be doing at home to assist with their development (SI,
2004: 1-2). However, the examination of the previous year's connections between
families and the school, as well as the existing connections, revealed that many attempts
were made by the school to reduce this feeling of unknown territory for parents. This
being the case, why then did Participant 003b feel that she did not have a sufficient
amount of information about the literacy development of her children? Having declared
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that she felt unfamiliar with some areas of her children's literacy development,
Participant 003b then went to explain why in fact this may have been the case.
r mean r probably could have got more [information], but that was possibly my
fault, not the teacher's fault, you know. Possibly it was there and it was open to
me, r wasn't utilising that enough. You tend to sort of - I suppose there is a little
bit of an element of not wanting to interfere. Yeah... r sort of tend to go along
with okay, the teachers are there. That's their job, so r sort of leave the kids in
their hands and trust, you know, what they're doing. So, I possibly don't
personally get enough information, but it's probably my fault more than
anything (Sr, 2004:2).

The above acknowledgement of Participant 003b maybe not taking advantage of some of
the opportunities offered by the school to gain knowledge about the literacy learning and
teaching ideals of the school corresponded with a view held by the Principal, which is
discussed in Chapter Seven.

From conversing with the Principal it became obvious that the school promoted the
involvement of family members within the school: "the encouragement, the warmth ... the
welcoming way we just encourage everyone to come and participate in the assemblies
and get involved in what we're doing is, I think it's a strength" (SI, 2004:6). The
Principal also suggested that it was this involvement of the families which helped parents
to ascertain information about their child's literacy development: " ...parents certainly
know where their children are going, and if they don't know it's because they haven't had
the time... at this particular time to know" (SI, 2004:6). Hence, whilst a school can
present families with opportunities to learn more about their child's literacy development
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and literacy in general if parents are unwilling to participate in these opportunities, then
this mode of connecting families and the school will be futile.

Changes in Nature of Parents' Role in Education
The semi-formal interviews held with Year One parents

III

order to find out

information about the past and current connections which existed between families and
the school, uncovered their recognition of how education had changed since they attended
school. Participant 006d felt that the whole concept of literacy was something new to her:
Literacy is a new thing to me, they never had it when we were kids. Like when
you went to school it was just English and that was it. Like English and maths
and now they have all this extra literacy and that... a lot of parents probably
wouldn't know [what it is], unless you're highly educated, but if you're not you
don't really know (SI, 2004:5).

Participant 003b also discussed the fact that teaching methods had changed since she
had attended school (SI, 2004: I), but also mentioned how these changes in educational
styles and the expectations placed on students by schools, left some parents feeling
overwhelmed: "You're just not really sure what stage they should be at - what's expected
from the Education Department or whatever... that this is what level you want your child
to be at... it's obviously taught differently since when we were at school" (SI, 2004:1).
Not knowing how things are done within the classroom can then leave parents wondering
what things they should be doing at home to support their child: "... that gets a bit
confusing, that things change all of the time, so you're not really sure what you should be
doing either" (SI, 2004: I). The very fact that parents have revealed how literacy is a new
concept to them, as well as saying how teaching methods have changed, leaving parents
unsure of what is happening in the classroom and what their supporting role should be,
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demonstrates how important it is for schools to make the effort to connect with the
students' families. Linking back to the earlier statement made by Participant 003b, if
parents feel that teachers possess a position of authority and should be treated
accordingly, then the likelihood of them asking the teaching staff about educational
advancements and changes within the classroom are fairly slim.

Just as educational methods and expectations for students have changed over time,
Participant 003b also felt that the level of involvement for parents within their child's
education had also transformed:
... 1 think that most parents are... wanting to be fairly involved. 1 think certainly
even more so than when we were younger, you just went to school you know,
and then once a year your parents saw the teacher and that was sort of it,
whereas 1 do feel that it is a bit more open. Parents are certainly wanting to get
more involved (SI, 2004:4).

Parents wishing to be involved in the education of Australian students is indeed a positive
step towards fulfilling optimal connections between families and the school.

4.2.5

The School's Current Position on including Elements from the Students'

Primary Discourses in the Classroom
During the semi-formal interview with Sunnyvale Public School's Principal, a number
of questions were asked about how the students' backgrounds and family literacy events
and practices were considered during the development of the literacy program. This
section presents the key points isolated in axial and selective coding. These points
include: the selection of guided reading texts, lack of time and gathering factual
information.
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Guided Reading Texts
In regards to the purchase of guided reading texts, selective coding identified two
main principles, these being finding texts which were about concepts the students were
familiar with, as well as also sourcing materials which dealt with themes that the students
did not know a great deal about: " .. .1 did take into consideration what the children were
interested in, what sorts of things they really liked doing, and the sorts of experiences
which they hadn't had much time spent on ..." (POll f SI, 2004:3). Hence, not only was it
deemed important to acquire texts that had some meaning and familiarity to the students,
but it was also regarded to be just as important to find texts that introduced the students to
particulars which were not as well known by the children. The examples of these
unfamiliar topic areas included Thailand and skyscrapers, environments which the
students of Sunnyvale Public School knew little about.

Lack of Time
When asked about the possibility of including elements of some of the student's
family literacy practices in the school's literacy program the Principal revealed how,
although it may seem like a good idea, the actuality of finding more time within the
school day to conduct the activities was problematic (the reference to teeth cleaning in
the quote below refers to the daily whole school activity of brushing teeth after lunch):
I can see the benefits of it, but I find, and I'm more than happy at having a go
at it, I find the reality of actually doing it - it's only got to take one child to
have a problem with cleaning their teeth and that time has gone, that important,
grabbing that, you know, that fifteen minutes and the Kindies have gone (POI If

Sl, 2004:4).
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The inclusion of literacy elements from the students' primary Discourses would mean
that the school's already comprehensive timetable would have to find a period of time to
do this. However, it should be pointed out that many of the English K-6 Syllabus (Board
of Studies NSW, 1998) Outcomes are written in such a way that they welcome the
inclusion of activities which have links to the students' home lives.

Gathering Factual Information
Another issue to arise whilst the Principal and I were discussing the possibility of
including events within the classroom that were based on the students' family literacy
practices, was the matter of being able to trust the information which had been collected
about what did and did not occur within the students' homes.
And you have to trust the information you've been given, because in some
circumstances I hear, 'Oh yes, they read every night and this and this.' Yet,
the reality is, as time goes by they're obviously not doing it because you
would see, how can I say it? I know when a child is reading at home because
their reading progresses at school as well. If it's only at school that they're
doing their reading, I'm talking about an average student, their reading
progresses at a slightly slower rate (PO I 1f 51, 2004:4).

No doubt the Principal's belief that she was not always told exactly what was
happening within the students' homes in regards to literacy practices, left her with a sense
of uncertainty, prompting her decision to focus on sending appropriate literature home,
rather than promoting family literacy practices within the boundaries of the classroom. In
regards to this the Principal stated:
I'm more interested in the child reading at home for pleasure, being able to
show their Mum and Dad and anyone else who wants to listen to them read
how good they are at what they are doing at that particular point in time.
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That's how I see the Home Reading Program, rather than us focusing directly
on literature that they have bought from home (POllf SI, 2004:4).

As a final thought on this topic the Principal stated: "I would need to trust the information
I was given as being accurate only because sometimes the parents say one thing and the
child says the other" (POI IfSI, 2004:4-5).

In order for schools to adopt some of the often exciting and thought-provoking home
generated literacy practices of students, teachers need to know they have collected the
correct information from families. Otherwise, schools really cannot present activities at
school that are truly authentic to what is actually happening within the students' homes.
During the semi-fonnal interview the Principal and 1 did not discuss any possible
strategies to deal with this issue, however, I recognise it as being something which needs
further examination.

4.3 Concluding Comments
Phase One involved researching the primary Discourses of Kindergarten students in
relation to their family literacy practices. This was achieved by looking at the family
literacy events of these students. The Year One parents' and Principal's opinions abollt
the current connections between families and the school were also examined.

The literature review conveyed how quite often those students who are successful at
school literacy practices usually come from homes where the family literacy practices
correspond with the practices of the school (Breen et aI., 1994; Caimey & Ruge, 1998b;
and Delgado-Gaitain, 1991). This, in relation to Discourses means that there are elements
of the secondary Discourse found in the primary Discourse (Gee, 1996).
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Rather than encouragmg families to replicate the school literacy practices in their
home, because this may promote student success, the connective program discussed in
Chapter Five, which was developed during Phase Two of the research, aimed to include
elements of the students' primary Discourses in the school literacy practices, as well as
informing parents about the secondary Discourse of school literacy.
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