
69English Journal  105.3 (2016): 69–74

In this article, the author 
examines one of Australia’s 
stand-alone New Arrival 
Programs (NAPs) and 
what these programs can 
teach us about 
relationships and 
emergent literacy.

Sally Lamping

You Are Not a Deficit: 
Reading Relationships in 
an Australian New 
Arrival Program

T In this article, I am pleased to discuss a con-
text that will momentarily turn us away from waf-
fles and point us toward literacy acquisition that is 
spaghetti covered in sauce. By investigating Peter 
Freebody and Allan Luke’s four resources model at 
work, I explore how two drastically different class-
rooms communicate the same explicit message: 
“You are not a deficit,” to students who might oth-
erwise be defined by what they appear to be lacking 
in the race to the top. 

A global School

This article is part of a larger ethnographic study 
on teaching and learning in one of Australia’s only 
stand- alone adolescent New Arrival Programs 
(NAPs) for students learning English. These mul-
tilingual adolescents represent four world regions: 
the Middle East, Africa, South Asia, and East 
Asia. Eventually, they will enter mainstream high 
schools. Instead of grade levels, the school uses 
initial language and literacy assessments to assign 
students Pathways, which determine their lengths 
of stay in the NAP. Although the Australian Na-
tional Curriculum informs the school’s program, 
students do not participate in Australia’s National 
Assessment Program— Literacy and Numeracy 

his article is about literacy, ad-
olescents, and teachers who let 
themselves get comfortable with 
spaghetti in contexts originally set 

up to compartmentalize schooling. The waffle can 
be seen in most traditional education programs; 
it partitions school days into subject- area lessons 
and ties assessments to isolated understandings 
of content. Waffles can also be mass- produced. In 
the area of literacy, excellent research ends up on 
the assembly line, where it gets sorted into step- 
by- step lists of catchy methods and processed into 
expensive packages designed to fill hollow readers, 
writers, and thinkers with the “right” skills. These 
efforts are not aimed at sustenance; equally, they ig-
nore the fact that students and teachers are already 
alive with knowledge. Peter Taubman writes that 
such practices “displace” teachers and “sustain the 
illusion that there is some magical method that 
will guarantee success, however we define it” (15). 
Sadly, Taubman is not the first to caution that this 
“methods fetish” would damage our schools and 
teachers (Bartolome 173– 94). Nearly 30 years ago, 
Paulo Freire and Donaldo Macedo wrote that liter-
acy’s intricate and socially meaningful journey does 
not happen by acquiring compartmentalized skills; 
instead, it is a process of “unveiling” (59). 

My world is set up like a waffle. I move from square to square without any real overlap. 
When I work with Indigenous students, it’s like spaghetti covered in sauce . . . the relation-
ships are everything—they break down the compartments. I know I can’t be a waffle all the 
time when I teach Indigenous students.

—Chris Garner
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(NAPLAN) while in the NAP. Teachers here are 
trusted to administer, interpret, and report results 
of quarterly leveling tasks to the state board of edu-
cation. The school focuses on intensive English lan-
guage instruction and social/emotional well- being 
through subject- area lessons, electives, excursions, 
community partnerships, personal wellness, and 
clubs. Through all of these efforts, the collective 
goal is to prompt students to use literacy and lan-
guage as tools for living with the past and inter-
preting new experiences in Australia. The upfront 
cost of this educational caring has long- term socio-
economic benefits for Australia. As an American in 
this context, I have quite a bit yet to learn. Never-
theless, I believe it is an important example of what 
school could be, if we let it.

Pathway A: New Beginnings

Mary and Roger teach in the school’s Pathway A 
program, where students typically come from ref-
ugee backgrounds. Pathway A students have had 
unreliable access to formalized schooling due to 
displacement, poverty, and simple or complex 
health issues. While new to English, they are all 
experienced language learners. In this particular 
state, students in Pathway A attend the NAP for 
up to two years before transitioning into main-
stream high schools. Previous or current trauma 
affects these students’ progress in written literacy; 
sometimes, they appear afraid, resistant, or anxious 
about new experiences. Most of the time, however, 
they smile and laugh, play soccer at recess, sing, 
dance, use social media, misbehave, and engage in a 
range of typical adolescent behaviors. Their trauma 
does not define them. 

Emergent Adolescent Literacy  
and the Four Resources Model 

In 1990, Freebody and Luke outlined what would 
become internationally known as the four resources 
model. In this context, it provides us with a com-
plex way of looking at emergent adolescent read-
ing as both individually pivotal and shaped by the 
interactions beginning readers have with teachers 
and texts. Freebody and Luke initially defined four 
interactional practices with texts: “Code- breaker 
(‘how do I crack this?’), text participant (‘what does 

this mean?’), text user (‘what do I do with this here 
and now?’), and text analyst (‘what does all this do 
to me?’)” (7). Luke and Freebody later wrote: “Lit-
eracy education is not about skill development, not 
about deep competence. It is about the institutional 
shaping of social practices and cultural resources, 
about inducting successive generations into par-
ticular cultural, normative ways of handling texts, 
and about access to technologies and artifacts (e.g., 
writing, the Internet) and to the social institutions 
where these tools and artifacts are used (e.g., work-
places, civic institutions)” (2). Although surpris-
ingly different, Mary and Roger are trusted guides 
in the world of school- based literacy for their stu-
dents; in this, they position emergent adolescent 
readers as textual code- breakers, participants, users, 
and analysts. It could be claimed this context is ir-
relevant because it doesn’t resemble a real school: 
class sizes are small, students’ emotional well- being 
is a central priority, and the teachers are trusted ex-
perts, but, I position: Why shouldn’t these spaces 
be real schools? They recall what we’ve sacrificed in 
our standardized efforts to make students more lit-
erate and provide new understandings about mean-
ingful education in a global context.

We Can Trust Each Other

Some days, I sit in Mary’s class and cannot believe 
she is still diagramming sentences— didn’t she get 
the memo about that in 1985? But, when I look 
around, her students are absolutely on the edges 
of their seats; they are also sitting up straight. 
They fill notebooks with new words, phrases, and 
ideas. They are animated and adventuresome with 
language and opinions; they embellish their writ-
ing and eagerly raise their hands to demonstrate. 
At times, they also fail miserably. I watch as Mary 
dusts them off and sternly says: “Look into my eyes. 
Now, you must have another go at this.” Some-
times, they have to have another 17 “goes” before 
they can complete a task; Mary also steps back to 
adjust the scaffolding, reflecting with them along 
the way. At the time of this writing, the highest 
reading level in Mary’s class was a level 12, which 
corresponds to Australia’s expectations for the first 
term of year one (first grade). Her students are ages 
12– 16 and will enter mainstream high school in 18 
months. Of her twelve students, only one has had 
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moderately steady formal schooling in any context. 
All of Mary’s students know trauma. 

Code Breaking a Country Report

In Pathway A, students write a country report. I 
was surprised when Mary encouraged her students 
to check out library books on their chosen countries, 
even if they could not read the titles. We forged 
ahead, however. Mary assigned headings and asked 
students to write paragraphs for each (Food, Geog-
raphy, Culture, Sport, and Language). Her students 
proudly copied lengthy paragraphs directly from 
their books. I was alarmed; what I didn’t know was 
that copying could be part of breaking the text’s 
code. Matching the headings with their subsequent 
paragraphs helped students plot text patterns and 
copying allowed them to practice with text struc-
ture. Nevertheless, as Freebody and Luke write, this 
is not enough (9). Students must develop literacy 
tools for “particular social functions and uses in ac-
tual contexts” (9). According to the authors, stu-
dents need to not only understand text structures, 
but they also need practice using them alongside an 
“accomplished text user” (9). Mary had deliberately 
created this context, but I was unsure. 

The next day, Mary distributed laptops. We 
spent a few minutes getting acquainted, as many 
students had no previous computer experience. 
Mary then modelled a Google search for her cap-
tivated audience. Now, in addition to the library 
books, we had the whole of the Internet to contend 
with. They started copying again. In hopes of po-
tentially changing the course of events, I met with 
Mary after class. I was concerned that their reading 
levels did not match the tasks she was assigning, 
but Mary was resolute. She suggested we come in 
early and at lunch to further guide their research 
and transition them into paraphrasing and analyz-
ing. I nodded, unconvinced. She repeated her man-
tra: “Everyone will get there.” I thought about how 
to cut school the next day. 

Becoming a Text Participant

Allan Luke, Annette Woods, and Karen Dooley 
write: “To take up code breaker practices, the in-
dividual must know about patterns of and relation-
ships between semiotic codes— spoken, written, 

visual, and multimodal” (160). When adolescents 
are learning to read, breaking the code involves 
a range of practices that both fit with their lived 
experiences and serve as foundational tools for ex-
panding literacy. In Mary’s class, the method was 
full exposure to relevant and age- appropriate print 
and multimedia alongside teachers who worked as 
“accomplished” guides in 
this process (Freebody and 
Luke 9). We used one- on- 
one dialogues to help stu-
dents make sense of what 
they’d copied. Through 
this, we also scaffolded stu-
dent use of visual cues in 
the texts (pictures, graphs, 
and charts). In each con-
versation, students gleaned 
information that was personally relevant and appro-
priate to the topic; they became text participants in 
that process. When they began synthesizing infor-
mation in at least two languages and transcribing 
their conclusions, they were avid text users. Lastly, 
the exploration invited sustainability by introduc-
ing students to pivotal literacy resources: the li-
brary and Internet. 

Emergent Readers as Analysts 

Midway through our endeavor, another teacher vis-
ited the class and gave a sample country report on 
her birthplace of Pakistan. We organized the stu-
dents into groups and asked them to choose one 
heading from their projects, discuss it, and come 
up with two questions for the speaker. In these dis-
cussions, students enacted all four resources, but 
relied heavily on their positions as text analysts. 
Even though they were not yet fluent readers, they 
could anticipate how a presenter communicates and 
controls information; they also saw how audience 
questions could influence this control. 

The day of the presentation was absolute may-
hem; it was spaghetti with sauce. The students were 
so excited that some of them couldn’t stay in their 
seats. They asked about women’s roles in Pakistani 
society and government, clothing for different occa-
sions and seasons, the Taliban’s influence, and if the 
presenter ever felt afraid. The discussion was so in-
tense that the presenter forgot all about her agenda. 

In hopes of potentially 

changing the course of 

events, I met with Mary 

after class. I was concerned 

that their reading levels did 

not match the tasks she was 

assigning, but Mary was 

resolute.
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Had Mary relied only on students’ reading levels 
and tried to build skills in one compartment before 
moving onto the next, as I had originally suggested, 
the students would never have become experts; they 
would have been silent and disengaged literacy ob-
servers. The dialogue and scaffolding helped them 
use the four resources to shape a critical literacy ex-
perience, even though they were emergent readers.

Co- constructing Space for  
the Four Resources Model

In Mary’s class, students who could not hold a pen-
cil when they arrived in Australia are not only read-
ing and writing; they are also showing their social 
and civic curiosity through the expansion of literacy 
(Luke, “Literacy” 20). I believe their continued suc-
cess has everything to do with Mary, who regards 
their experiences as profound tools for shaping the 
classroom. Her teaching identity is agentive; she 
feels trusted to provide her students a lifetime of 
schooling in just a few short years. She commu-
nicates that they can trust her, something many 
have never felt for a teacher or adult and, equally, 
she shows them that they are to be trusted. She 
doesn’t just believe “everyone will get there”; she 
also makes it happen by getting in and out of the 
way. As a result, the four resources work together 
in her classroom, overlapping and informing each 
other as these adolescents build emerging identities 
as readers. 

Learning Feels good

Roger has students who are older than Mary’s 
but entered Australia with similar formal school-
ing backgrounds. Roger’s students don’t walk in 
a straight line to the library; they don’t sit in a 
straight line either; they sit in a half circle. Roger’s 
tiny classroom also has a round table and windows 
overlooking the school garden. On my first day 
there, I felt as if I had interrupted a family meeting; 
the class was settling an issue. Roger suggested that 
we move over to the community table, where every-
one had an opportunity to share about times we lost 
something. It was an intense discussion with a pur-
poseful end: to offer the students opportunities to 
shape their identities through schooling. After this 
conversation, we went out to the garden, where we 

picked and ate several figs, spent some time touch-
ing and smelling plants, and talked. 

When I interviewed Roger about his meth-
ods, he simply stated: “These are just things that 
make people feel good. I find the garden therapeu-
tic, don’t you?” Much of what I know about Austra-
lia, I’ve learned as a new arrival alongside Roger’s 
students. We’ve been on countless excursions to-
gether. We’ve inspected razor fish, experienced a 
“slippery dip” (slide), and determined if a public 
rest room was “engaged” or “vacant” and then fig-
ured out how to open it. As newcomers, we’ve also 
fed kangaroos and koalas together. I’ve watched 
them check out library books for the first time in 
their lives and joyfully confirmed that they could 
indeed take the books home. They are a family, with 
all of its emotional ups and downs, and they’ve let 
me live with them from time to time. 

Cracking the Code and  
Blending the Resources

On excursions, Roger’s students passionately record 
everything in their notebooks, often discussing it 
with their peers and Roger. Back in the classroom, 
he asks them to use their notes and excursion pho-
tographs to orally recount their experiences. So, 
when Roger introduced written recount, they were 
already quite familiar with its pattern. He used a 
model text about a trip to Brisbane, Queensland. 
After reading the recount, he had the students 
begin identifying the parts of the text based on the 
headings he provided (Title, Author, Orientation, 
Events, and Conclusion or Re- Orientation).

As the students began highlighting the text 
and making sense of the written “codes” Freebody 
and Luke (7) describe, they vocalized their assump-
tions about the author’s religious identity. Instead of 
turning students back to highlighting, Roger made 
this new dynamic part of the work; he prompted 
them to use other resources to support their ideas. 
One girl pointed to the text. “You see where they 
are talking about the food they ate? This is Mus-
lim food,” she said. Roger interjected, “Well, I like 
chicken and rice, but I’m atheist.” 

No one was even shocked. They kept right 
on with the dissection of the writer’s identity. The 
other students began to chime in; they searched 
and pointed to parts of the text, drew on their own 
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experiences, and challenged or agreed with other 
students. They moved effortlessly around the four 
resources and the questions expanded. Soon, they 
were discussing author’s choice and the definition 
of extraneous. For many, it was absolutely necessary 
to reveal one’s religion in a recount; for others, it 
was not. Louise Rosenblatt writes, “We have the re-
sponsibility first of all to develop the habit and the 
capacity for aesthetic reading” (273). Even though 
they were supposedly beginning readers, these ad-
olescents could interrogate text with ease. Roger 
allowed for this to unfold by rejecting what Rosen-
blatt calls “the ‘jam on bread’ theory of literature,” 
which privileges “the notion that first the child 
must ‘understand’ the text cognitively, efferently, 
before it can be responded to aesthetically” (273). 
This process was not linear, nor was it compartmen-
talized. Instead, it employed all four resources in a 
simultaneous relationship with the aesthetic expe-
rience and created a dynamic space for these read-
ers. It was spaghetti with sauce all over it.

Recounting the Messiness of Texts

When we ask adolescents to write about their lives, 
we automatically invite them into the gray space 
between genres. As the recount unit progressed, 
Roger used a textual lineage model to help students 
explore the overlaps between recount and narrative. 
We read the story Tell Me about Your Day Today by 
Mem Fox. Within the narrative are four tiny re-
counts of the boy’s day, and all are linked to the 
overall retelling. He asked the students if it was a 
recount. One student was sure. “Yes, teacher, it is. 
It has Orientation, Events, and Conclusion.” There 

were several objections; we quickly entered into a 
debate about real and imagined events in a recount 
and the differences between authors and narrators. 
“But, teacher, a news story is not written by the 
people who happened to it,” one student remarked. 
Roger pulled up a news story about the execution of 
two Australian men in Bali. 

The transition between these texts was seam-
less; students easily shifted from a lighthearted 
story into a powerful current event. “Is this a re-
count?” Roger asked. We began reading the arti-
cle and, once again, the aesthetic experience was 
audible. Students offered opinions about what they 
believed would happen to Australia’s relationship 
with Bali. As aesthetic text participants and users, 
they drew on conversations with parents and com-
munity members to make their points, recounting 
previous dialogues about the topic (Rosenblatt 
273). In the end, they determined the news story 
was a recount because it was true and the Fox text 
was not because it was imaginary. Some remained 
unconvinced. We decided to take a walk around the 
oval to process. 

On the walk, the students determined (as all 
great textual analysts do) that genres can blur. They 
also agreed interesting recounts often have embed-
ded stories. One student was still thinking about 
structure.

“Teacher, I read a recount about a supermar-
ket and I didn’t see a conclusion. Maybe it was not 
a recount?” 

Roger responded, “Or, maybe it was just a 
really bad recount.” The student laughed and ac-
cepted her position as co- critic of the text.

Comprehension and the  
Four Resources Model

Although this snapshot is about so much more 
than recount, it serves as an important reminder 
that teachers can structure experiences for students 
to use the four resources model organically. Much 
like Mary, Roger feels trusted to develop methods 
that tap into his expertise and values. Issues that 
students bring up through the literacy process are 
often dissected, but never solved; they are simply 
part of the transaction between reader and text 
(Rosenblatt 272) and exemplify how “civil society, 
human relationships, and freedom are dependent 
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upon free flows of knowledge” (Luke 4–5). Roger 
intentionally privileges his students’ lives and com-
plex notions of adulthood as foundations for liter-
acy. This, Luke, Woods, and Dooley write, is the 
essence of comprehension: “This combination of 
links to students’ lives and worlds outside of school, 
and the use of literacy to engage with specialized 
knowledge required by the school, is a predominant 
feature of culturally based and critical approaches 
to reading” (162). I would also argue that it is 
where school- based literacy begins to matter for 
adolescents. 

One Hundred Meters Apart,  
but on the Same Page

In this time of standardization and the de- 
intellectualizing of the teaching profession, it is 
difficult to believe that two dynamically different 
classrooms could exist in the same school or that 
this school could even exist at all. Some might see 
these students as leagues behind their native English 
speaking counterparts, but Mary and Roger know 
they are substantially ahead in their linguistic, cul-
tural, and life experiences. For Mary, their compel-
ling pasts are keys to future resilience: “Why would 
they not succeed? They’ve done more difficult things 
than this.” For Roger, the students reflect the world 
around us: “In this school, you have to really love 
that people are all different. I mean— you have to re-
ally relish in that.” Both Roger and Mary tap into 
the four resources model, without explicitly teaching 
it as isolated skills or compartmentalizing the roles 
of a reader; as a result, the ever- expanding experience 
of literacy seeps into all corners of their classrooms. 

These classroom snapshots allow us to wade 
into the messy pot of spaghetti and unpack literacy as 
a social practice. In his conversations with Donaldo 
Macedo, Paulo Freire famously recalled: “Reading 

the world always precedes reading the word, and 
reading the word implies continually reading the 
world” (Freire and Macedo 35). These multilingual 
students are learning to read as adolescents without 
prescriptive curricula or a systematic focus on as-
sessment; they can develop relationships with their 
teachers, who serve as expert guides in unpacking, 
participating in, using, and analyzing texts as tools 
for understanding life. For them, reading gets to be a 
profound endeavor that will shape who they are/will 
be as literate individuals and members of their new 
country: they are learning to read the world and the 
word together. Maybe they are the lucky ones. 
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READWRITETHINK CONNECTION Lisa Storm Fink, RWT

Young adult literature is dominated by stories of middle-class teens, but many young people face a different set of 
challenges. Their lives are constrained by poverty, neglect, or abuse. They live in foster care or group homes, in 
shelters or on the streets. They experience trauma and they struggle to survive. In the ReadWriteThink.org podcast 
“Teens on the Margins,” you’ll hear about an assortment of old and new titles featuring teens who live on the 
margins of middle-class society—teens whose lives too often go unseen. http://bit.ly/1IXCM52 
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