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Abstract 

 

 The purpose of the study was to examine the knowledge, beliefs, and identities of 

reading teachers within the transition to teaching by exploring the connections between 

coursework, field placements, teaching contexts, and participants’ conceptions of 

teaching reading. While there has been an increased focus on the transition to teaching, 

little is still known about the experiences of reading teachers as they move from the 

university classrooms to their own K-12 classrooms (Anders, Hoffman, & Duffy, 2000; 

Risko et al., 2008, Dillon et al., 2010).  

 The following questions guided this research: How do novice reading teachers 

conceptualize their knowledge and beliefs about the teaching of reading? (2) How do 

knowledge, beliefs, and identities of novice reading teachers change and continue to 

develop over time (e.g., within the first 4 years of teaching)? (3) How are novice reading 

teachers’ knowledge and beliefs about teaching reading visible in their teaching practice? 

(4) How does teaching context influence the development of novice reading teachers’ 

knowledge and beliefs about teaching reading, and their identities as teachers of reading?  

The study was conducted as a qualitative case study, and data sources included formal 

interviews, classroom observations, and a survey.  Participants included 2 preservice 

teachers, 3 first-year teachers, and 2 third-/fourth-year teachers prepared at the same 

large, Midwestern Research University.  

 Analysis indicated that novice reading teachers benefit from clear links between 

theoretical grounding and instructional practice in actual classrooms. As well, the 
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knowledge, beliefs, and identities of novice reading teachers continue to develop after 

completing teacher education programs, and strong leadership and mentors are necessary 

for supporting the continued professional development of new reading teachers. 

Therefore, a recommendation of this study is that teacher education programs work in 

concert with schools to provide carefully designed programs and field experiences.  As 

well, schools have a responsibility to recognize and maintain a focus on the development 

of effective literacy practices for novice reading teachers in the powerful site of 

continued learning – the novice teacher’s own classroom.  
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Introduction 

 

 My love affair with reading began long before I began to be concerned with 

preparing teachers to teach reading, before I could walk or talk.  My parents, both 

educators in training, proved to my sister and me how much they valued education – and 

especially reading – through their constant dedication to developing literacy in our home.  

Sitting on the blue couch in the living room, curled up with my dad, sister, and a great 

book, we read together every evening growing up. Aside from reading to me every night, 

we listened to books on tape to help us sleep or survive long car trips, we sang, told 

jokes, made up riddles and rhymes, and continually engaged in conversation.  My dad 

was never very far away from the book he was reading, and while I knew that he read a 

lot for his job as a college professor, I also knew that he chose to read in his free time.  

Mrs. Bonner, of the college bookstore, enthusiastically recommended wonderful books 

for our family to read together.  Thanks to the expert guidance of Mrs. Bonner, we fell in 

love with many books, including our favorite Maud Hart Lovelace’s Betsy-Tacy series.  

From picture books, to chapter books, to books on tape, reading and listening to books 

was always a priority.  Because my parents (with a little help from friends) were so 

skilled at choosing highly motivating books to read to us and then helping us find books 

to read ourselves, the television was quiet more often than not in our home. Reading has 

and continues to play a tremendous role in my life, having helped shape who I am, what I 

know, and how I teach.  Without their diligence, I would not be the reader or teacher I am 

today. 
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 I also fell in love with school.  It was in school that I found other people who 

loved to read and be read to as much as I did.  While I have few specific memories from 

my earlier years of schooling, the overall feeling stays with me: one of excitement and 

satisfaction.  I was really becoming a reader.  We sat on the ABC mats, learned sounds 

and talked in rhyme, read silly, fun, and interesting books. From my kindergarten teacher, 

I requested extra books to bring home to teach my younger sister to read.  School was a 

favorite playtime activity, and I was always the teacher.   

 In third grade, however, I had a teacher who nearly ruined my love of reading.  I 

remember hating reading class more than anything else.  All I can think of when I conjure 

memories of third grade are sitting in a circle in my reading class, bored.  I hated the 

reading selections we read, and the most frustrating part of reading class was all of the 

low-level worksheets. My smart parents were able to make up for this negative 

experience by reading and talking about books with me, and kept me on track at home.  

Real reading became something I did at home.  I read voraciously at home in my spare 

time, and it became a separate activity from what I was asked to do in school. 

 Though I had some more positive experiences throughout the rest of elementary 

school, seventh and eighth grade really began to turn around for me again.  I had 

wonderful teachers who had taken it upon themselves to develop a two-year, 

interdisciplinary language arts, art, and social studies course.  It was engaging, 

interesting, and challenging.  My teachers exposed us to a wide variety of genres and 

authors of texts, engaged us in spirited debates and discussions around text, and 

challenged us to make connections between texts, our lives, and the greater world 
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community.  Mrs. Altstaetter helped me find and believe in the writer in me.  In high 

school, Mrs. Wiertsema-Miller forced me to think critically about literature in deeper and 

more challenging ways than I had ever been asked to before, and she tirelessly worked to 

help me see the value of revisions and editing.  I owe much of my success in college and 

beyond to their work. 

 When I finally became a teacher in my own classroom (instead of in the basement 

with my sister as my sole pupil), I knew it was the career for me.  But though reading has 

always been a source of enjoyment for me, as a teacher in a middle school I didn’t always 

see the same enjoyment in the students who I taught.  Silent reading time was often a 

source of frustration for my students and, in turn, for me.  The varied reading abilities and 

interests within my classroom astounded me every year.  As I entered my Master’s 

program, I knew that I wanted to focus my attention on the topic of reading.  I spent my 

time in the Master’s program taking classes and conducting action research surrounding 

the different aspects of reading instruction in my classroom.  My pedagogy and class 

structure shifted greatly through the course of my research, and I saw huge outcomes in 

student learning.  And though I continued to refine my reading instruction, I kept asking 

more questions and knew there was a great deal left to learn. 

 Many of those questions stemmed from the stories of my students, some of whom 

I was successful in shifting in terms of their reading abilities and enjoyment reading, and 

others who I failed to reach.  I kept asking myself: What are the major contributing 

factors to reading development?  How do factors such as cultural diversity and early 

exposure to literacy impact reading development? What can I do to help positively 
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influence the motivation and engagement of the students in my reading classes?  My 

work with other teachers as a literacy specialist in my school piqued my interest in 

working with teachers, and from there, I moved into teacher preparation.  While my eight 

years teaching middle school students were wonderful, I felt drawn to work with 

teachers.  I took a leap of faith and began graduate school with hopes of one day 

becoming a teacher educator.  I have benefited from the opportunity to serve as an 

instructor for future and practicing literacy teachers throughout my time as a graduate 

student, and I feel as certain now of my decision to become a literacy teacher educator as 

I was to be a teacher in my basement so many years ago.   

 This dissertation represents both an end and a beginning.  As the capstone of my 

degree, it fulfills requirements of the PhD, culminating my work as a graduate student.  

As a teacher educator and researcher, it represents only the beginning.  While I learned a 

great deal to share with the field about reading teacher preparation and novice reading 

teachers’ knowledge and practices, I have many more questions I hope to investigate.  

My work of preparing effective reading teachers has only just begun. 
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Chapter 1 

Setting the Purpose 
 
 

 The process of learning to teach is long and complex, a process that is not 

complete when teachers graduate from their preparation program and begin their teaching 

careers.  While journalists and the greater public perpetuate the myth that effective 

teachers are born and not made, research into teacher preparation consistently shows the 

positive impact of teacher education on new teachers (Cochran-Smith & Zeichner, 2005; 

Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005; Grossman, 1990; Harmon et al., 2001; Hoffman 

et al., 2005; Maloch et al., 2003; Sailors et al, 2005; Wideen, Mayer-Smith, & Moon, 

1998; Wilson, Floden, & Ferrini-Mundy, 2001). As a former reading teacher, and now a 

teacher educator, I am concerned with the most effective ways of preparing and 

mentoring teachers of reading.  And while research on reading teacher education has 

shown teacher preparation to be effective, we have more questions about teacher 

preparation, and the learning process of early teachers yet to answer.  With the intense 

pressures on teachers to better support students’ achievement from policy makers and the 

general public, particularly teachers of reading, understanding the influence of teacher 

education on the practices of teachers is imperative.   

 During my first years as a graduate student at the University of Minnesota, I was 

fortunate to work as a research assistant with Dr. Deborah Dillon on a Bush Foundation 

Grant (Agency, No. Bush Fed. 8303) titled, “Minnesota Reads: A Higher Education 

Partnership to Better Prepare Faculty and Future Teachers for Literacy Instruction” 

(Yussen & Dillon, 2002-2006). The goals of the project were “to strengthen literacy 
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teacher preparation at four institutions of higher education and study the collaborative 

process that resulted in new curricula, assessments, and clinical experiences for K-12 

literacy preservice teachers” (Vagle, Dillon, Davison-Jenkins, LaDuca, & Olson, 2006).  

It was through this work that my dissertation began to take form. What do we know, and 

what do we still need to know, about preparing teachers of reading?  What do beginning 

reading teachers know about teaching reading when they leave their preparation 

program? What is the role of the teacher preparation program in continuing teachers’ 

development into their induction years and beyond?   

 My dissertation study was designed to build on what we know about the transition 

to teaching reading and teacher knowledge, beliefs, and identities, while heeding the calls 

of researchers (Anders, Hoffman, & Duffy 2000; Dillon, O’Brien, Sato, & Kelly, 2010; 

Wilson et al., 2001; Richardson, 2001), as well as the argument that Cochran-Smith and 

Zeichner (2005) put forth that there continues to be a need for studies “that examine the 

links between…teacher preparation context for learning, what teacher candidates actually 

learn, how their learning is played out in practice in K-12 classrooms, and how this 

influences pupils’ learning” (p. 2).  In Studying Teacher Education: The Report of the 

AERA Panel on Research and Teacher Education, Zeichner (2005) states the panel 

recommends research attending “to the impact of teacher education on teacher learning 

and teacher practices” (p. 740).   

 The purpose of my dissertation study was to better understand the knowledge, 

beliefs, and identities of reading teachers within the transition to teaching experience. In 
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this study, the transition to teaching refers to the specific period of time in which teachers 

transition from learning about teaching to the work of being a teacher. 

Four primary research questions guided the work of this dissertation study in order to 

examine teachers’ knowledge, beliefs, and identities. 

1. How do elementary teacher candidates / beginning teachers conceptualize 

their knowledge and beliefs about the teaching of reading during and/or after 

their preservice teacher (PT) program? 

2. How do elementary teacher candidates’ / beginning teachers’ knowledge, 

beliefs, and identities continue to develop over time across the transition to 

teaching continuum (e.g., within the first 4 years of teaching)? 

3. How are elementary teacher candidates’ / beginning teachers’ knowledge and 

beliefs about teaching reading visible in their teaching practice? 

4. How does teaching context influence elementary teacher candidates’ / 

beginning teachers’ continued development of their knowledge and beliefs 

about teaching reading, and their identities as teachers of reading?  

In order to answer these questions, I observed and interviewed 7 teachers at various 

points in time across the 2009-2010 academic school year.  These teachers were at 

different junctures in their teaching careers, but all were prepared at the same institution.  

In the chapters that follow, I share my insights generated from learning about these 

preservice, first-, and third-/fourth-year teachers, including their teaching lives and their 

frustrations, reflections, successes, and challenges.  Whenever possible, I let the teachers 

speak for themselves. 
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 As an overview for readers, I want to provide a snapshot of each of the remaining 

chapters in this dissertation.  In Chapter 2, I share a review of the research that helped 

shape the questions I examine in this study.  Specifically, I focus on reading teacher 

preparation, the limited research on the transition to teaching reading which forms the 

primary area of research for this dissertation, teacher knowledge, teacher beliefs, and 

teacher identity.  At the conclusion of this chapter, I present gaps in the literature, which 

my dissertation is designed to address.   

 In Chapter 3, I outline my theoretical frameworks and research methods, 

including data collection and analysis strategies.  I define key terms used in the study 

(namely, context, knowledge, beliefs, and identity).  In this chapter, I also provide a more 

detailed description of the teacher participants and their students, school, district, and 

community contexts.  In the remaining chapters, I present the assertions I generated from 

the data and evidence to support these claims with interpretive commentary and 

discussion of the findings interspersed throughout the chapters. 

 Chapter 4 begins the discussion of what these teachers know.  I begin with 

findings from each teacher’s self-report survey on their knowledge of and ability to put 

into practice the State Standards of Effective Practice: Elementary Education.  In this 

chapter, I also describe what salient concepts teachers learned in their preparation 

program courses and practicum experiences.  I conclude with some themes within cases 

of preservice, first-year, and third-/fourth-year teachers, as well as findings across 

teachers at all three points in their teaching career. 
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 Chapter 5 continues to explore what these teachers know in terms of what they do 

in their reading instruction.  I describe each teacher’s reading class through interview and 

observational data.  I share stories the teachers told of lessons that went well and lessons 

that did not go well.  I examine how what teachers say they do in their practice and what 

they actually do correlate or contradict, returning to the self-assessment survey of 

knowledge from Chapter 4.  In the discussion section, I take the findings from across 

Chapters 4 and 5 and contextualize them with what we already know about the transition 

to teaching and some emerging patterns established by this study. 

 In this era of accountability, there are significant pressures on teachers of reading.  

In Chapter 6, I share some of the constraints these teachers felt, and discuss examples of 

how teachers found ways to work between the explicit and implicit directives from 

principals, team members, schools, districts, and state and what they want for their class 

and students.  

 In Chapter 7, I share findings from each teacher’s conceptions of effective 

teachers of reading, and how these intersect with their conceptions of themselves as 

reading teachers. Specifically, I share a brief review of key research in teacher 

effectiveness, and how this corresponds to the conceptions of effective teaching of the 

participants. 

 Finally, Chapter 8 concludes my dissertation with a summary of what I did, what I 

learned, and emerging interpretations of the overall analysis.  I share the potential 

significance for myself as a researcher and reading teacher educator, as well as for the 

field of teacher preparation in reading.  I conclude with areas for future research. 
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Chapter 2 

Review of Research 

 

 In the following chapter, I review research in areas informing my dissertation 

study: reading teacher preparation, the transition to teaching reading, teacher knowledge, 

teacher beliefs, and teacher identity. Following the review of research, conclusions are 

provided, illustrating how the current research relates to the questions guiding my 

dissertation study. 

Reading Teacher Preparation 

 While research in reading has increased substantially over the last thirty years, 

research into teacher preparation in reading has not been a historical priority of the 

reading research community.  Anders, Hoffman, and Duffy (2000) state that research on 

preservice teacher preparation represents less than 1% of the total research studies 

conducted in the field of reading since the 1980s.  More recently, there has been an 

increase in reports, essays, and studies written about what effective teachers of reading 

should know and be taught in teacher preparation programs (Blair, Rupley, & Nichols, 

2007; Fillmore & Snow, 2002; International Reading Association, 2003; Moats, 1999; 

Snow, Griffin, & Burns, 2005; Strickland, Snow, Griffin, Burns, & McNamara, 2002).   

As well, Maloch, Flint, Eldridge, Harmon, and Loven (2003) found in their review that 

teacher preparation does impact beginning teachers, though Hoffman, Roller, Maloch, 

Sailors, Duffy, and Beretvas (2005) state that there is more to learn about what reading 
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teacher preparation programs look like and the knowledge bases of preservice teachers 

impacting instruction.   

 A recent comprehensive review of the literature on the research on reading 

teacher education (Risko, Roller, Cummins, Bean, Block, Anders, & Flood, 2008) found 

that while much has been learned about the preparation of teachers in reading, including 

components of university instruction that support learning, conditions that disrupt beliefs, 

and personal approaches affecting teaching, further longitudinal work following teachers 

through preparation programs are needed.   Additionally, research must seek to examine 

what prospective teachers actually learn and bring to their practice (Richardson, 2000).  

The work of the International Reading Association’s National Commission on Excellence 

in Elementary Teacher Preparation for Reading Instruction has begun this work, but the 

study of teacher knowledge development must extend past teacher preparation through 

the transition to teaching reading. 

The Transition to Teaching Reading 

 In this section of the review of research, I focus on the transition to teaching 

literacy, the primary area of research informing this dissertation.  Though reading teacher 

preparation is an essential piece of the puzzle for reading teacher development, it is not 

enough to understand how reading teachers are prepared. Clandinin and Connelly (1986) 

posit that teaching experience – beyond preservice practicum or student teaching – is 

essential in learning to teach; therefore, studying teacher preparation is insufficient to 

understanding what teachers know and how they integrate that knowledge into their 

teaching.  According to Clandinin and Connelly (1986), “practical knowledge is gained 
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through experience with the cyclic nature of schooling and classroom life.  The 

experience is known in terms of a narrative which is reconstructed on the basis of 

additional experience” (p. 380).   

 Feiman-Nemser (2001) also posits that teachers must know many things, and 

while some knowledge is best gained through university coursework, other aspects of 

teaching must be learned in the context of practice.  Teacher learning and development 

occurs on a professional learning continuum.  Thus, teacher learning is initiated during 

the teacher preparation program, and extends throughout teachers’ careers. The central 

tasks of teachers along the continuum according to Feiman-Nemser (2001) include: 

analyze beliefs and form new visions, develop subject matter knowledge for teaching, 

develop understandings of learners and learning, develop a beginning repertoire, and 

develop the tools to study teaching. In the aforementioned Minnesota Reads project, 

Vagle and colleagues (2006) from four institutions worked toward building the research 

base in the content knowledge, practices and dispositions important for preservice 

literacy teacher education, in an effort to contextualize the concept of the beginning 

repertoire of Feiman-Nemser (2001). 

 Several researchers have heeded the call of Anders, Hoffman, and Duffy (2000) to 

increase research on teacher preparation and induction in the transition to teaching, 

recently reviewed in Dillon, O’Brien, Sato, and Kelly (2010).  In all, I found and 

reviewed thirteen studies focused on the transition to teaching. The studies and their 

implications will be briefly discussed in four sections based on findings from the studies: 
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the importance of teacher education, concept development, the importance of context, 

and the need for continued support.  

 Importance of Teacher Education.  In her groundbreaking case study of six early 

career teachers, Pamela Grossman (1990) investigated the troublesome assumption that 

subject matter knowledge and learning from experience alone are sufficient for teaching, 

finding a significant difference between English teachers prepared at teacher preparation 

programs and those who enter the classroom without experiencing a formal teacher 

education program.  Research stemming from and following this study focused on the 

effects of teacher education on the transition to teaching literacy and has further 

concluded the importance of teacher preparation programs.    

 The International Reading Association’s National Commission on Excellence in 

Elementary Teacher Preparation for Reading Instruction was charged with developing 

and executing a program of research identifying qualities of effective reading teacher 

preparation.  The commission designed three phases of research.  First, the commission 

sought to identify the critical features of excellent reading teacher preparation programs. 

Harmon, Hedrick, Martinez, Fine, Eldridge, Flint, Littleton, Bryant-Shanklin, Loven, 

Assaf, and Sailors (2001) share the critical components of eight Sites of Excellence in 

Reading Teacher Preparation (SERTE) identified by the commission.  

 The eight features of excellence identified through the examination of the SERTE 

programs are: 1) programs are based on clearly articulated institutional missions 

(mission), 2) faculty has a clear vision of how the mission is instantiated in the teacher 

education program (vision), 3) programs deliver broad-based content to meet the needs of 
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diverse students based on current research and professional standards (content), 4) faculty 

and school personnel model student-centered learning (personalized teaching), 5) 

carefully supervised apprenticeship experiences (apprenticeship), 6) programs foster the 

professional identity of preservice teachers and teacher educators within a variety of 

communities (community), 7) a discriminating admissions/entry/exit continuum 

(standards), and 8) faculties strive to maintain the integrity and quality of the literacy 

program while working within the limited resources and constraints imposed by schools, 

the university, and the state (autonomy). 

 From these findings the commission’s next study, as reported in Maloch et al. 

(2003) employed a quasi-experimental design for their longitudinal study of 101 teachers 

reflecting on their preparation program.  The study gathered data from a survey and three 

phone interviews throughout the year with the graduates of SERTE commission 

programs and comparison first-year teachers to examine ways in which they talk about 

their reading instruction and teaching experiences, and their perceptions of the influence 

of their teacher education programs.  The authors found that graduates of the 

commission-recognized SERTE reading specialization and reading embedded programs 

were more likely than the general education comparison group to talk about their 

instruction in ways consistent with effective teaching.  As well, SERTE graduates 

reported important values from their teacher education program including providing 

meaningful and relevant instruction, learning about students, maintaining enthusiasm for 

teaching, and seeking ongoing support for their continued learning. Contrary to studies 

suggesting that teacher education coursework does not transfer to classroom teaching, the 
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authors posit that results of this study show that novice teachers’ perceptions and 

understandings of what it means to teach reading are influence by quality teacher 

education programs. 

 The third commission study took another step to understanding the transition to 

teaching by investigating the teaching practices of beginning teachers. Hoffman, Roller, 

Maloch, Sailors, Duffy, and Beretvas (2005) investigated the effects of teacher 

preparation programs on the transition into teaching and on teaching practices.  The 

quasi-experimental longitudinal study included 61 participants through the third year of 

the study comparing SERTE commission graduate, comparison teachers, and experienced 

teachers in the same schools as the commission graduates. Through classroom 

observations, the authors found that commission program graduates were more effective 

than the comparison teachers in creating rich classroom text environments, successfully 

encouraged high levels of engagement with text, and high levels of understanding and 

valuing of these varied texts.  The authors posit that participation in a high-quality 

teacher education program positively influences the experiences of novice teachers. 

 Sailors, Keehn, Martinez, and Harmon (2005) report on two studies that examined 

graduates from SERTE programs. The first study examined and described what first-year 

teachers valued about their preservice teacher preparation programs, and the second study 

examined and described the features of early field experiences related to reading that 

were offered to students enrolled in SERTE programs.  In order to determine the value of 

programs elements, the researchers conducted telephone interviews with 73 teacher 

participants during the middle and end of their first year of teaching.   
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 Though the questions in the first study did not attend to the field experiences 

associated with the SERTE programs, 90% of the beginning teachers identified field 

experiences as something they valued from their preparation programs.  Participants 

offered global statements of value of the field experiences, as well as specific statements 

about the classroom management skills learned, learning to adapt materials and 

instruction to meet individual needs, working with students in various contexts, learning 

from knowledgeable others, and the professional relationships developed during field 

experiences. 

 In the second study, Sailors et al. (2005) examined course syllabi from the 

SERTE sites and identified five common features of the early field experiences of the 

participating beginning teachers’ preparation programs.  Identified features included 

developing reflective teachers, scaffolding of structured experiences and coursework, 

scaffolding by a knowledgeable other including classroom teachers and university 

supervisors, offering placements in a variety of contexts, and one-on-one tutoring 

experiences.  Interestingly, the authors found that there was significant overlap between 

the field experience features valued by program completers and the common features 

offered by the SERTE programs. 

 Maloch and Kinzer (2006) examined a particular program feature, the use of 

multimedia cases in methods coursework, on 33 graduates as they entered their first year 

of teaching.  Three themes emerged from the survey and interview data.  First, 31 out of 

33 respondents stated that methods courses positively influenced their teaching.  Second, 

respondents reported several factors as influential in their recall of course content, 
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including active involvement, enthusiasm of instructor, and a close connection between 

field experiences and coursework.  Lastly, respondents reported that the use of 

multimedia cases influenced their learning in teacher education programs and in their 

teaching, with nineteen respondents identifying the cases as either the first or second 

most helpful instructional technique used by methods course instructors when presented 

with a list of techniques employed by instructors. 

 While the previously discussed studies look at various aspects of teacher 

preparation programs, it is clear from the findings that these education programs do 

indeed positively influence beginning teachers.  In these studies, this influence can be 

seen both through preservice teachers’ talk about their teaching and through observations 

of their practice. 

 Concept Development .  A series of research studies funded by a grant from the 

Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) and awarded to the Center on 

English Learning and Achievement (CELA) resulted in the development of research 

designed by Pamela Grossman, Peter Smagorinsky, and Shelia Valencia.  This research 

examined the impact of teacher education, both preservice and inservice, on how context 

(e.g., experiences in university coursework, and field experience settings of schools, 

departments, and grade levels) influenced teachers’ ideas about teaching and learning, 

and how those ideas are represented in the classroom.  The CELA research reported for 

the purposes of this literature review examined concept development throughout the 

transition to teaching literacy through a variety of case studies.   
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 Grossman, Valencia, Evans, Thompson, Martin, and Place (2000) used a 

sociocultural perspective drawing on activity theory (Grossman, Smagorinsky, & 

Valencia, 1999) in order to examine the concepts, strategies, and tools for teaching 

writing developed during teacher education and how early experiences in schools shaped 

teachers’ understanding of these ideas and tools.  The longitudinal study followed 10 

beginning teachers of literacy/language arts at the elementary, middle and high school 

levels from their last year of their preservice teacher education program into their first 

three years of full-time teaching.  Through the authors’ discussion of three cases and 

drawing from all cases in their cross-case analysis, it was clear that teacher education 

provided a set of conceptual tools for the teaching of writing, as well as a vision of ideal 

practice the teachers strove to emulate.  However, the ways in which the teachers were 

able to apply these tools varied according to the pedagogy offered by instructors during 

their teacher education courses.  The variations were evident in the differences between 

the secondary and elementary teachers’ later teaching practices, and the contexts in which 

they worked. 

 An important finding from the work of Grossman et al. (2000) regards the dangers 

in making claims about what teachers learned (or did not learn) in their teacher education 

programs based solely on an examination of their first year of teaching. Grossman et al. 

(2000) found that tools and concepts provided by teacher education, though not 

immediately present in the teachers’ first year of teaching, began to resurface in the 

second year of teaching.  “Like paint on a canvas that reemerges over time, the 
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pedagogical tools emphasized in teacher education reappeared in the second year of 

teaching, when the teachers talked explicitly about worrying how to teach well” (p. 657).  

 In a second CELA/OERI study, Cook, Smagorinsky, Fry, Konopak, and Moore 

(2002) examined the development of the concept of constructivism in a case study of one 

strong elementary teaching candidate participant, Tracy.  The study examined Tracy’s 

development through her preparation program and into her first teaching job.  Through 

the analysis of interviews, observations, concept map activities, interviews with 

administrators and supervisors, and classroom artifacts, researchers posited that Tracy 

developed a pseudoconcept of constructivism rather than a fully understood and fleshed 

out concept of constructivism.  Researchers found that the concept of constructivism had 

not been well enough conceptualized in Tracy’s teacher education program due to a lack 

of agreement within professors’ definitions and modeling of the practice.  There was also 

a lack of reinforcement of this perspective on teaching and learning once she left the 

university and was teaching on her own, leaving Tracy to make her own often-erroneous 

connections.    

 In their case study of Jimmy, an exceptional secondary English teacher, 

Bickmore, Smagorinsky, and O’Donnell-Allen (2005) examined the competing traditions 

of a student-centered approach, developed during Jimmy’s teacher education program 

and student teaching, and a teacher-and-text-centered tradition encountered in the 

contexts of Jimmy’s first teaching position.  Similar to the Cook et al. (2002) study, 

Bickmore et al. (2005) found that the conceptually fragmented nature of Jimmy’s teacher 

education program led to a lack of reconciliation between the contradictory approaches, 
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In the end what was more problematic was that Jimmy did not recognize these different 

approaches and this lack of knowledge left him unable to critique the competing 

paradigms.  Whereas in Cook et al. (2002) the university program had an explicit 

emphasis on constructivism, the teacher education program preparing Jimmy did not have 

an explicit conceptual vision to provide teacher candidates with a “conceptual home 

base” (Smagorinsky, 2002, as quoted in Bickmore et al., 2005) in which to ground their 

teaching.  Bickmore et al. (2005) posit that even strong teaching candidates prepared in 

teacher education programs without a unified conceptual vision, “can emerge without 

what we consider to be essential critical tools to inform and motivate his or her teaching” 

(50). 

 In the final CELA/OERI study investigating the transition to teaching literacy, 

Smagorinsky, Wright, Augustine, O’Donnell-Allen, and Konopak (2007) sought to 

examine one teacher’s efforts to teach grammar in ways that met her goal of engaging 

students and making learning interesting and relevant.  Laura, a purposefully selected 

teacher, was followed from coursework into her first two years of teaching.  Through 

analysis of Laura’s coursework journals and projects, interviews, field notes from 

observations and self-reports from student teaching and her first teaching position, and 

self-reports from Laura’s second year of teaching, researchers found that Laura’s 

teaching was not conceptually unified.  Her “twisting path” (Vygotsky, 1987, as quoted 

in Smagorinsky et al., 2007) of developing a conception of teaching grammar was a 

function of the settings in which Laura’s teaching took place.  The concepts introduced 

during teacher education were not enough; full concept development “requires a dialectic 
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between theory and practice that contributes to a teacher’s capacity to adapt either or both 

to new circumstances” (p. 89). 

 Through the four CELA studies, the authors discuss the varying degrees in which 

teachers are able to enact their conceptual understanding introduced in teacher education 

that were sometimes supported, sometimes seen in conflict with, and sometimes limited 

by the contexts within which these early-career teachers found themselves teaching.  

Contextual features included the teacher education program, school and district settings, 

cooperating teachers and supervisors, curriculum materials, and professional 

development opportunities. While in each case teachers were able to discuss important 

concepts from teacher education, the ability to follow through with these visions, ideas, 

tools, and philosophies were greatly influenced by the inconsistent nature of the teaching 

of these concepts in teacher education and the variations in teaching contexts.  

Nevertheless, it is clear through these case studies that no single factor contributed 

completely to the ability or impediment of implementation of conceptual understanding.   

 However, it may be that some conclusions reached in these studies are premature.  

Based on the warnings of Grossman et al. (2000), a study designed to examine only a 

teacher’s first year of teaching may be insufficient to determine conceptual 

understanding.  Further longitudinal work will be required before claims can be made 

definitively concerning what teachers are able or unable to enact from their teacher 

education program based on conceptual understanding and contextual factors. 

 The Importance of Context.  A number of studies previously reviewed concluded 

that contextual factors were influential on the transition to teaching.  In the case of the 



 

 22 

teacher-participant Tracy in Cook et al. (2002), the contexts within which Tracy worked 

did not support the constructivist ideals or vocabulary Tracy was developing through her 

teacher education.  While Tracy’s classroom had the appearances of a constructivist 

classroom, her pedagogy failed to support the concept.  So while her vision of a 

constructivist classroom was not superseded by the curriculum or vision of the school 

context in which she worked, Tracy’s conceptual understanding of constructivism made it 

difficult to appropriate in this new context.   

 Because Tracy’s diffuse conceptual understanding of constructivism led to her 

lack of appropriation of the concept, authors posit that teacher educators have the 

responsibility to teach “durable concepts that withstand conflicting demands of school 

settings, especially when the concepts themselves are contested and the school settings 

provide the arena for assessment of teaching competence” (p. 412). 

 Bickmore, Smagorinksy, and O’Donnell-Allen (2005), also found that the 

conceptual development of their case study participant, Jimmy, was influenced by the 

contexts within which he found himself working.  The main settings of Jimmy’s teaching, 

including his student teaching and first teaching job, impressed certain traditions of 

teaching.  Because Jimmy did not have a strong conceptual base from his preparation at 

the university, he was unable to reconcile the competing traditions evidenced in his 

teaching.  However, these conclusions are taken with caution.  Without author discussion 

of data sets, collection or analysis strategies, it is difficult to infer the significance of 

these research findings.  
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 Harste, Leland, Schmidt, Vasquez, and Ociepka (2004) observed four former 

students in their student teaching and then again in their second year of teaching.  The 

Harste et al. (2004) study examined the role that theory and practice play in the 

preparation of new teachers.  Authors found that time constraints and instructional 

methods often interfered or conflicted with the content and methods participants had 

encountered and wished to use.  However, the authors posit that when teachers and 

university faculty work together and the theories match classroom practices encountered 

by novice teachers, teachers are more effective. 

 Need for Continued Support.  In their review of the research on preparing reading 

teachers, Anders, Hoffman, and Duffy (2000) state that on-going follow-up and support 

for early-career teachers is a characteristic of quality teacher education programs.  In 

several studies examined for this review, the conclusions reached by the researchers 

called for the need for teacher educator programs to continue to support early career 

teachers.  Massey’s (2006) case study sought to better understand the impact of 

standardized testing on the literacy instruction of a first-year, third-grade teacher Paula.  

Paula’s teaching changed as she progressed through the year into three phases, described 

as What will I teach?, I won’t teach that!, and What do I do now?  Massey (2006) found 

that the impact of standardized testing on Paula’s instruction was most apparent in the 

third phase. Paula’s instruction was hindered when she encountered materials or 

expectations regarding testing that she had not studied in her preservice coursework.  It 

was during the third phase that Paula asked the researcher for help and the researcher 

modeled reading strategies using test materials.   
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 Massey (2006) posits that this modeling was particularly powerful for Paula in 

that it involved her students, rather than observing someone else instructing their own 

students.  The researcher (who was the instructor for Paula’s undergraduate reading and 

language arts methods courses and her university supervisor for her student teaching) was 

able to model techniques and strategies from Paula’s undergraduate program again, in the 

actual context of Paula’s teaching, further reinforcing those concepts from teacher 

education and accounting for the particular context of Paula’s teaching.  Massey (2006) 

concludes that not only is it the responsibility of teacher education programs to better 

prepare candidates for the complexities of teaching while still preservice teachers, teacher 

educators also need to continue to be involved in new teachers’ classrooms, in order to 

“bridge the oft-maligned gap between teacher education and the ‘real world’” (p. 82).  

 Pomerantz and Pierce (2004) and Pierce and Pomerantz (2006) comprise a series 

of studies examining the beliefs about literacy instruction through the transition from 

methods coursework, to student teaching, into the first year of teaching.  Pomerantz and 

Pierce (2004) worked to compare the approaches and methods recommended in literacy 

coursework and those employed during student teaching.  Four participants were 

interviewed after their second literacy methods course and observed twice during student 

teaching. From these data sources, Pomerantz and Pierce (2004) concluded that 

participants were clearly influenced by the methods practiced by their cooperating 

teachers, and while the student teachers attempted to integrate concepts learned in 

methods courses, most were unable to fully implement these concepts.  Pomerantz and 

Pierce (2004) attribute this not necessarily to the context of participants’ student teaching 
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placements, but rather to an incomplete conceptual understanding or additional 

constraining factors.   

 Pomerantz and Pierce (2004) state that an unexpected result from the study was 

the eagerness with which the participants solicited advice about their literacy instruction.  

This finding led the researchers to question their role as researchers, leading them to 

consider taking on the role of mentors rather than observers in their follow-up study.  

Additionally, this finding led them to consider implications for teacher education 

programs.  Of particular issue was that participants encountered materials that were not 

included in preservice coursework, such as basal reading anthologies, and researchers 

concluded that these materials be reviewed within the context of preservice coursework 

to facilitate understandings of incorporating these materials into their instruction.  

Finally, Pomerantz and Pierce (2004) acknowledge that, like Dillon et al. (2010), 

Grossman et al. (2000), and Pearson (2001), professional growth occurs over time and 

through experience, and that these teachers’ language and practices “will likely become 

more fluent as they engage in literacy instruction in their own classrooms” (p. 62). 

 Pierce and Pomerantz (2006) followed up on the findings of Pomerantz and Pierce 

(2004) in their case study of three first-year elementary teachers.  The Pierce and 

Pomerantz (2006) study sought to better understand how their former students’ beliefs 

about literacy instruction evolved over time and the challenges these students 

encountered in implementing these beliefs.  Supporting the findings of their earlier study, 

researchers found that participants were faced with school-mandated materials in their 

first year of teaching that they had not encountered in their preservice program.  This is 



 

 26 

not to say that participants’ preservice program was not significant; on the contrary, 

participants discussed the value of their teacher education program.  However, this 

finding lead the researchers to posit that teacher educators can assist novice teachers in 

reflection on and perhaps guided practice using materials from school settings, in order to 

better know how to adapt and use them when appropriate.  Again, Pierce and Pomerantz 

(2006) conclude that there is a great need for continued support for novice teachers 

within their unique teaching contexts.   

 These three studies examined how the beliefs preservice teachers hold about 

literacy instruction were confounded by the contexts of their first teaching placements.  

Each of these studies found that participants were faced with materials unfamiliar to 

them, and encountered varying degrees of difficulty in implementing their beliefs when 

confronted with these materials.  In each case, the researchers concluded continued 

support for novice teachers was needed to guide them through their early years of 

teaching in the context of their own classrooms and to help them reinforce learning from 

preservice programs as well as support new learning regarding the complexities of their 

particular classroom and instructional contexts.  These findings support the findings of 

Anders, Hoffman, and Duffy (2000). 

 Conclusions. While there has been an increased focus on the transition to 

teaching, more research is still needed regarding the experiences of teachers of reading as 

they move from the classrooms of the university to their own K-12 classrooms (Dillon, 

O’Brien, Sato, & Kelly, 2010).  The complex nature of learning to teach extends after the 

first year of teaching, calling for longitudinal research on the transition to teaching that 
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continues past the first year of teaching. Risko et al. (2008) also noted that future research 

should continue to build from what we have already learned in order to build the 

knowledge base in the transition to teaching literacy. 

 Through the important work of the transition to teaching case studies examined 

here, Massey (2006) puts forth an important question: how similar is this case to others’ 

situations?  While there has been a great increase in the program of research on the 

transition to teaching literacy, the field will benefit from building on the current research 

through additional examinations of this important transition for novice teachers in 

attempts to answer Massey’s (2006) question.  

Teacher Knowledge 

 Teacher knowledge has been conceptualized in many ways throughout the history 

of education.  Fenstermacher (1994) outlines four questions that help make sense of the 

large, often vague notion of teacher knowledge.  Those four questions are: What is 

known about effective teaching? What do teachers know?  What knowledge is essential 

for teaching? and Who produces knowledge about teaching?  What is known about 

effective teaching refers primarily to formal knowledge, the standard account of 

knowledge.  Formal knowledge of teaching ranges beyond the immediate context, and 

implies certain methods of inquiry (i.e. scientific method) and specific standards of 

significance, generalizability, and validity (Fenstermacher, 1994).  What do teachers 

know refers to personal, practical knowledge, as defined through the program of research 

begun by Elbaz (1983) and Clandinin (1985), as well as Schön (1983).  This practical 

knowledge is bounded by time and context.  The third question, focuses on the 
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knowledge that is essential for teaching, and is grounded in the work of Shulman (1987) 

and the construct of pedagogical content knowledge (PCK).  These ideas seek to clarify 

the interconnectedness of formal and practical knowledge.  The final question, relates to 

who produces knowledge about teaching, and refers to the teacher-researcher program of 

research which is concerned primarily with the differentiation between formal and 

practical inquiry, and proposes to relocate the sources of knowledge (Fenstermacher, 

1994). 

 While the oft-cited Shulman (1987) brought beliefs about and knowledge of 

content and how to teach content (PCK) into the forefront of discourse on teacher 

preparation, the roots of PCK reach back to Dewey (1916) and his discussion of the 

nature of method and the nature of subject matter.  While separate chapters in Democracy 

and Education: An Introduction to the philosophy of Education (1916), Dewey makes 

great effort to show the false dichotomy between the two constructs as he posits, 

“Method means that arrangement of subject matter which makes it most effective in use.  

Never is method something outside of the material” (p. 165; emphasis in original).  What 

distinguishes this work from that concentrating on practical knowledge is that it is more 

normatively oriented, that is it is “rooted in a conception of what teachers should know 

and be able to do with a concern for what categories and types of knowledge are required 

to achieve this state of competence” (Shulman, 1987, p. 15). 

 Shulman acknowledges Dewey’s work as a foundation for his own, as well as the 

work of Scheffler (1965), Green (1971), Fenstermacher (1978), Smith (1980), and 

Schwab (1983). According to Shulman (1987), PCK is the intersection of content and 
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pedagogy, in the transformation of content into forms that are pedagogically powerful 

and adaptable for variations in context (p. 15).  It is a way of thinking that allows teachers 

to transform their subject matter knowledge in forms that learners can understand.  

 Pedagogical content knowledge has provided a frame for much of the program of 

research in teacher knowledge over the past two decades (Agee, 1997; Grossman, 1990; 

Van der Valk & Broekman, 1999).  More recently, numerous calls have been made to 

expand the nature of PCK (Stein & Nelson, 2003; Zembylas, 2007) or reconceptualize 

the nature of PCK (Hashweh, 2005; Maclellan, 2008; Segall, 2004).  Specifically, these 

researchers call for expansions of PCK that attend to emotional knowledge (Zembylas, 

2007), maintain the topic specificity within PCK rather than allowing PCK to become a 

catch-all for all types of teacher knowledge (Hashweh, 2005), develop pedagogical 

literacy through the interaction of domain knowledge and reflective writing (Maclellan, 

2008), and acknowledge that content and pedagogy are inherently related and that 

powerful teaching occurs through the recognition of that relationship (Segall, 2004). 

 However, as described at the start of this section, PCK and its 

reconceptualizations do not frame all investigations into teacher knowledge.  Additional 

frames for teacher knowledge include: the need to question social beliefs of teachers 

(Liston & Zeichner, 1991), as knowledge for practice, knowledge in practice, and 

knowledge of practice (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999), as occupational knowledge 

(Winch, 2004), in terms of pedagogical literacy (Maclellan, 2008), and as teacher 

capacity (Grant, 2008).   
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 Teacher knowledge has also been framed by personal practical knowledge and 

experiences (Butt & Raymond, 1987; Clandinin, 1985; Connelly & Clandinin, 1988; 

Elbaz, 1983; Goodson, 1992; Knowles, 1992). Teacher practical knowledge refers to 

“these kinds of knowledge, as integrated by the individual teacher in terms of personal 

values and beliefs and as oriented to the practical situation" (Elbaz, 1983, p. 5).  Personal 

practical knowledge is the interconnection between theory and practice in teachers’ lived 

experiences.  However, personal practical knowledge in attending to the connections 

between domain knowledge and pedagogy, it also acknowledges the personal background 

and characteristics of the teacher and is expressed by the teacher in certain situations 

(Clandinin, 1985). 

 Investigations into teacher knowledge in the field of reading have examined 

teacher knowledge of reading cuing systems (Fitzharris, Jones, & Crawford, 2008), 

knowledge of functional grammar (Harper & Rennie, 2009), early reading content 

knowledge and instruction (Bos, Mather, Dickson, Podhajski, & Chard, 2001; 

Cunningham, Perry, Stanovich, & Stanovich, 2004; Moats & Foorman, 2003), 

development of phonological and orthographic awareness instruction in practicing 

teachers (McCutchen et al., 2002), word structure knowledge of novice teachers (Spear-

Swerling & Bruckner, 2004), development of critically reflective practice (Hibbert, 

Heydon, & Rich, 2008; Kabilan, 2007), the role of prior knowledge in adopting new 

instructional strategies (Massey, 2002), motivation to learn more about literacy pedagogy 

topics (Kaplan, 2001), teacher knowledge as it affects instructional choice (Nichols, 

Zellner, Rupley, Willson, Kim, Mergen, & Young, 2005), differences in reading 
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knowledge between teacher candidates prepared in different programs, (Keehn, Harmon, 

Hedrick, Martinez, & Perez, 2001), and knowledge about struggling readers (Mallette, 

Readance, McKinney, & Smith, 2000).   

 Much of the research on teacher knowledge in reading has been conducted within 

linguistics and cognitive psychology (Snow, Griffin & Burns, 2005), and while it 

provides valuable information, often fails to consider important complexities of teacher 

knowledge and teaching reading which could be better understood through other research 

paradigms.  Additionally, most of the studies reviewed were investigations to build 

formal knowledge of teaching, “the standard, or justified true belief, account of human 

knowledge” (Fenstermacher, 1994).  Less of the current research in teacher knowledge in 

reading takes into consideration reading teachers’ practical knowledge (Clandinin, 1985; 

Elbaz, 1983), the knowledge teachers gain through experiences.  For this reason, practical 

knowledge (Clandinin, 1985) was examined in this dissertation study. 

Teacher Beliefs 

 There is evidence that what a teacher knows is defined in highly subjective terms 

(Kagan, 1992). As Kagan (1992) posits, “the more one reads studies of teacher beliefs, 

the more strongly one suspects that this piebald of personal knowledge lies at the very 

heart of teaching” (p. 85).  Therefore, it becomes important to also investigate the ways in 

which teacher beliefs about teaching have been conceptualized in the program of research 

on teaching. Research on teacher beliefs has drawn on cognitive, sociocultural, and 

constructivist theories (Risko et al., 2008).  Research in teacher education posits that 

entering beliefs impact a teacher candidate’s understanding and attitude to learning to 
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teach (Agee, 1997; Ball & Wilson, 1990; Britzman, 1991; Chan & Elliot, 2004; Feiman-

Nemser, 1983; Grossman, 1990; Kagan, 1992; Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992) and 

influences classroom instruction (Dillon, O’Brien, Moje, & Stewart, 1994; Kagan, 1992).  

In addition, teachers’ beliefs come from three categories of experiences: personal 

experience, experience with schooling and instruction, and experience with formal 

knowledge (Richardson, 1996).  As Pajares (1993) conjectures, “We ought to be 

interested in the beliefs of preservice teachers not because we wish these future educators 

to share similar, appropriate conceptions, but because the nature and importance of 

individuals’ beliefs is such that they must be a focus of the dialogue in teacher education 

if there is to be any hope of budging mental structures long solidified and deeply rooted” 

(p. 52).  And though preservice teacher beliefs are very important, the work of this study 

extended investigations to practicing teachers as well, in order to better understand 

teacher beliefs over time and across the transition to teaching continuum.  

 In a review of research on learning to teach, Wideen, Mayer-Smith, and Moon 

(1998) found that while the program of research tends to find beliefs as fixed and difficult 

to change, this assumes that all beginning teacher’s conceptions of teaching require 

change.  As well, these findings are conclusions from the researchers, who continue to 

see beginning teachers’ beliefs as static and yet continue to work toward changing 

entering beliefs.  Wideen et al. (1998) caution against accepting the fixed nature of 

beginning teacher beliefs until there can be more analysis of robust teacher education 

programs (p. 144).  In fact, given the findings of many of the studies on teacher beliefs 

documenting the complexity and range of beliefs held by preservice teachers, it seems 
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premature to assume the static nature of beginning teacher beliefs.  Richardson (1996) 

posits that while beliefs are powerful, their fixedness varies by individual.  Additionally, 

few longitudinal studies follow from their preparation into their first year of teaching.  As 

Grossman et al. (2000) caution against making claims about what teachers know based on 

their first year of teaching, so too a caution could be made about making assumptions 

about what teachers believe based on their beliefs prior to and during their preservice 

program. 

 Pajares (1992) cautions educational researchers to make distinctions between 

teachers’ general belief systems and teachers’ educational beliefs.  Teachers’ beliefs 

about education are indeed a part of a teachers’ general belief system, but what is 

important to consider is teachers’ educational beliefs about – specific subject matter, the 

nature of knowledge, causes of teachers’ or students’ performance or perceptions of self 

and feelings of self-worth (p. 316).  Additionally, and a reason for the challenges 

associated with research in teacher beliefs, beliefs must often be inferred, taking into 

account teachers’ beliefs statements, intentionality, and responses to dilemmas or 

classroom activities (p. 315).   

 Investigations into teacher beliefs about literacy have ranged in focus and 

methodology.  Agee (1997), using a naturalistic case study design, sought to explore 

whether preservice teachers’ prior experiences in literacy and reading would influence 

their teaching, that is, would students who had positive experiences in literacy be more 

effective teachers of literature.  Results indicated that preservice teachers’ prior 

experiences with literature as well as their preexisting conceptions of the role of the 
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teacher influenced their perceptions about teaching literature.  Agee (1997) conjectures 

that longitudinal work is necessary to “better understand the complex intersections that 

occur as readers become teachers of literature” (p. 428). 

 Poulson, Avramidis, Fox, Medwell, and Wray (2001) employed a range of 

methods in their exploratory study in order to examine characteristics of a sample of 

British primary literacy teachers identified as effective (n=225) as compared to a 

comparison sample (n=71, mathematics coordinators in the same schools as the effective 

literacy teacher participants).  Poulson et al. (2001) determined that there were 

differences within the effective teachers sample regarding theoretical orientations to 

reading and writing according to participants’ years of experience, type of training, and 

highest level of qualification they held, beginning to shed light on how teachers’ 

theoretical beliefs are applied within the context of classrooms. 

 Through a descriptive case study design, Linek, Sampson, Raine, Klakamp, and 

Smith (2006) sought to better understand the development of literacy beliefs and change 

processes in preservice teachers and identify factors impacting this change process.  

Linek et al. (2006) found that shifts in beliefs occurred both at the mid-point and at the 

end of the yearlong field-based preparation program, and that the collaborative university 

and field-based experiences served as the catalyst for shifts in preservice teachers beliefs 

concerning literacy instruction.  

 Deal and White (2006) also sought to better understand the literacy beliefs of 

preservice teachers, and unlike much of the program of research in literacy teacher 

beliefs, followed two elementary teacher participants from their preservice program 
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through their first year of teaching.  Through their longitudinal case study, Deal and 

White (2006) found that preparation, context, and dispositions were key factors in the 

two elementary participants’ evolving early childhood literacy and instruction beliefs.  

Specifically, school and classroom contexts that teachers taught in and that included 

preservice coursework, preparation program field experiences, first-year teaching team  

members and mentors, and the experiences with the children and parents in their 

classrooms served to shifts in beliefs about literacy instruction. 

 Similarly, Maloch et al. (2003) study sought to examine the ways in which the 

graduates from the three teacher preparation program types talk about their beliefs and 

understandings about reading instruction and teaching experiences, and their perceptions 

of the influence of their teacher education programs.  The authors found that graduates of 

the commission-recognized SERTE reading specialization and reading embedded 

programs were more likely than the general education comparison group to talk about 

their instruction in ways consistent with effective teaching, and reported providing 

meaningful and relevant instruction, making an effort to learn more about their students, 

maintaining enthusiasm for teaching, and seeking ongoing support for their continued 

learning.  

 The program of research in teacher beliefs in literacy has focused primarily on 

either preservice or inservice teachers, with little focus on the transition to teaching, with 

Deal and White (2006) and Maloch et al. (2003) the notable exceptions.  While this 

research has led to better understandings about preservice teacher beliefs and change 

processes and inservice teacher beliefs, there is a need for longitudinal research that 
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follows participants through a variety of contexts to see whether belief change or 

maintenance is sustained after completion of a preparation program. As Kane, Sandretto, 

and Heath (2002) state, links between beliefs and practice have not been clearly 

established. Risko et al. (2008) posit, “What is needed is a careful and comprehensive 

examination of beliefs as a dynamic that is affected by multiple situated and cultural 

histories and events, and beliefs are examined during the activity of the events rather than 

retrospectively” (p. 263).  In addition, there is a concern that the tools used to collect 

beliefs data have not yet been able to capture data regarding teacher beliefs in practice, as 

well as the less than systematic manner of analysis of teacher beliefs data (Risko et al., 

2008). 

 As previously stated with regards to teacher knowledge, the research in literacy 

teacher beliefs could also stand for transparency about definitions of beliefs and change 

process, constructs that appear to be taken for granted in the research.  In my dissertation 

study, case participants represent a variety of points within the transition to teaching.  

These participant teachers were followed through an entire year of their early career in 

teaching or preparation.  It was the intention of this design to help illuminate further 

literacy teacher beliefs across time and contexts, as recommended for by Risko et al. 

(2008), during the activity of participants’ studies, student teaching, and beginning 

teaching. 

Teacher Identity 

 From research in teaching, identity emerges as an important factor in learning to 

teach. For example, Smyth (2007) states “identity is ‘not something which already exists, 
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transcending place, time, history and culture’ (Hall, 1990: 225), but rather is a socially 

constructed ‘production,’ which is never complete and always in process” (p. 409). 

Smagorinsky et al. (2004) posit “identity… is not simply the emergence of internal traits 

and dispositions but their development through engagement with others in cultural 

practice” (p. 21).  Learning to teach requires the negotiation of learning and teaching 

identities, and how those identities are negotiated and enacted within the practice of 

teaching. 

 Teacher identity has been the focus of research in many areas including the 

teaching of science (Enyedy, Goldberg, & Welsh, 2006; Forbes & Davis, 2008; 

Luehmann, 2007; Proweller & Mitchener, 2004; Smith, 2007), history and social studies 

(Burn, 2007; Hall, 2009), use of technologies (Hallman, 2007; Luehmann, 2008; 

Luehmann & Tinelli, 2008), working towards social justice (Chubbuck & Zembylas, 

2008), preservice teachers (Flores, 2006; Smagorinsky et al., 2004; Vasquez, & Urzua, 

2009), and during the induction period (McNally, Blake, Corbin, & Gray, 2008). 

 Within a focus in literacy, teacher identity has been explored in numerous ways.  

Several researchers have focused on the multiple identities of reading teachers throughout 

teacher preparation or inservice teaching.  Assaf (2005) explored the identities of a 

preservice reading teacher in a reading specialist program using theories of language and 

learning to make sense of the participant’s learning as she identified as an immigrant, 

multilanguage learner, and writer/poet.  Søreide (2006) interviewed five Norwegian 

elementary teachers and analyzed their narratives within a post-structuralist framework 

and discourse narrative theories and found that the negotiation between multiple 
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identities is a necessary part of teacher identity construction.  Assaf (2008) drew on 

sociocultural theories of identity to explore the professional identity of one reading 

specialist struggling with testing pressures at her school.  Findings suggested that the 

participant struggled to negotiate the pressures of testing with her sense of professional 

identity, and ultimately, led her to change her teaching practices. 

 Several studies examined conflicting ideologies within preservice or inservice 

literacy teachers’ preparation and teaching placements.  Larson and Phillips (2005) 

described the ideological conflicts between a teacher education program and school 

district as experienced by one preservice teacher and how this conflict influenced her 

emerging identity as a teacher of literacy.  Larson and Phillips (2005) drew upon 

poststructural feminism in order to make sense of how the discourse of the scripted 

reading program used by the school district and the discourse of the university’s 

comprehensive literacy program positioned the preservice teacher in conflicting ways.   

 In a similar vein, Smagorinsky et al. (2004) analyzed how one beginning teacher 

negotiated different conceptions of teaching within her preservice preparation, student 

teaching, and first teaching job.  While the participant’s student teaching placement did 

not encourage the constructivist thinking that was stressed in her university preparation, 

during her first year of teaching, she was able to resolve tensions and teach more toward 

the constructivist philosophy she developed during her preparation program.  The study’s 

findings help support the importance of teacher education programs, and that field 

placements need not supercede values and practices stressed in preparation programs.  
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 More work is needed to make better sense of how teachers come to their identities 

as reading teachers and how these identities are influenced by (and influence) the 

knowledge and beliefs enacted in their teaching practice.  Within this dissertation study, 

the intersections of teacher knowledge, beliefs, identities, and practices were examined to 

allow for a more complex understanding of each of the constructs and how they work 

together within novice reading teachers’ classroom. 

Conclusions 

 Teacher education is rapidly approaching a crossroads.  In the current climate of 

accountability, teacher preparation programs are continually under attack, needing to 

prove their relevance.  From the research that has heeded the call of increased study of 

the transition to teaching, we have learned many things. However, additional focused 

research into the transition to teaching literacy can help teacher educators and schools 

better work with novice teachers in order to provide effective instruction to all students.  

However, studies also need to focus on linking the transition year back to what occurred 

during preservice teacher preparation in reading.  This dissertation study was designed to 

build on what we know, and addresses what we don’t yet know, about the transition to 

teaching of several elementary teachers, including an examination of these teachers’ 

knowledge, beliefs, and identity. This dissertation study provides additional cases for us 

to examine, to see what we can learn about each of seven novice reading teachers’ 

experiences, as well as the collective case of seven teachers prepared at the same 

institution.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

 

It is the theory that decides what we can observe. 
        - Albert Einstein 

 

 In this chapter, I outline the theoretical frameworks guiding this study.  I also 

explain the study design, case study, and how this research design is appropriate for my 

dissertation study research questions. Then, I provide an explanation of my data analysis 

process. Next, I describe the research site of Research University’s initial licensure 

program. I describe the teacher participants, as well as my methods for recruitment.  In 

this section, I describe each participant’s reasons for becoming a teacher and choosing 

Research University (RU) for their initial teaching licensure program, the school, district, 

and community contexts for each teacher, as well as a brief description of the structure of 

their reading class.   

 As background to this chapter, I want to restate the research purpose and 

questions for this study that dictated the types of frameworks and methodology selected 

to understand the phenomena under study. The purpose of the study was to better 

understand the knowledge, beliefs, and identities of reading teachers within the transition 

to teaching experience.  The four research questions that guided the work are: 

1. How do elementary teacher candidates / beginning teachers conceptualize 

their knowledge and beliefs about the teaching of reading during and/or after 

their preservice teacher education program? 
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2. How do elementary teacher candidates’ / beginning teachers’ knowledge, 

beliefs, and identities continue to develop over time across the transition to 

teaching continuum (e.g., within the first 4 years of teaching)? 

3. How are elementary teacher candidates’ / beginning teachers’ knowledge and 

beliefs about teaching reading visible in their teaching practice? 

4. How does teaching context influence elementary teacher candidates’ / 

beginning teachers’ continued development of their knowledge and beliefs 

about teaching reading, and their identities as teachers of reading?  

 

Theoretical Framework 

 In qualitative research, Merriam (1998) states, “reality is constructed by 

individuals interacting with their social worlds” (p. 6).  This dissertation study is 

grounded in several complementary theoretical frameworks within the qualitative 

paradigm. This qualitative research study primarily drew on a sociocognitive framework 

as the guiding lens. In this next section, sociocognitive theory will be described, as well 

as conceptual-substantive frameworks informing the work.  

 A theoretical framework. For my study, sociocognitive theory provided the 

guiding theoretical framework for viewing literacy and teaching.  Within the field of 

literacy, sociocognitive theory integrates work on cognition, language, and social 

interaction to provide a perspective on reading (Gee, 2001).  A sociocognitive perspective 

highlights the social interaction in cultural contexts within which reading and writing 

develop (Vygotsky, 1987).   Within this perspective, reading and writing are learned 
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through meaningful social groups (Gee, 2001) drawing from grand traditions in sociology 

(Wertsch, 1995).  Vygotsky (1987) posits, “The social dimension of consciousness is 

primary in time and in fact.  The individual dimension of consciousness is derivative and 

secondary” (p. 30).  So, while both the cognitive and social aspects are essential in 

making meaning (Vygotsky, 1987), literacy learning includes the connections of 

language, experience and situated action, and interactions in the world (Gee, 2001). And 

because literacy is bound in social, institutional, and cultural relationships, literacies can 

only be understood when situated within their social, cultural, and historical contexts 

(Gee, 1996).  Sociocognitive theory provides an appropriate lens for this study because it 

allows for a view of teaching as mediated by and constituted in social practices, while 

also attending to the intersections of individual knowledge, beliefs, and identities within 

social contexts.  

 Sociocognitive theory “construes human functioning as a series of reciprocal 

interactions between personal influences (e.g., thoughts, beliefs), environmental features, 

and behaviors” (Schunk & Zimmerman, 2007).  Within this framework, the contexts of 

the classroom and larger contexts of district and community influence the thinking and 

beliefs of a teacher’s classroom practice.  And because literacy (and one could argue, 

teaching) is bound in social, institutional, and cultural relationships, literacies (again, and 

teaching practice) can only be understood when situated within their social, cultural, and 

historical contexts (Gee, 1996).   

 The focus on the importance of context for the teachers and their knowledge, 

beliefs, and identity development, makes sociocognitive theory an appropriate frame 
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because it acknowledges the multiple contextual factors that influence what teachers 

know and the instructional decisions they make, the focus of this study.  As I examined 

each participant’s actions in their respective classrooms, it was important to understand 

factors influencing the teacher’s decision-making about how and what to teach during 

reading class.  For example, Nora (first-year, 4th grade teacher) and her colleagues were 

expected to maintain the same pace through the basal reader series (interview, 2/10/10).  

Though she did deviate from the set scope and sequence for two stories through the year, 

for the most part, she thought it was important to stay on track with the rest of the 4th 

grade team (interview, 2/10/10). 

 In addition, while the immediate context of the preservice teacher participants 

(i.e., the university setting) and of the beginning teacher participants (i.e., their school 

community and classroom) were examined, so too the greater local and state contexts in 

which the university and schools are situated were investigated for their influence on 

teacher knowledge, beliefs, and identity as they are prepared and begin their teaching. 

Throughout the formal interviews with participants, I asked each teacher about influences 

on their teaching practices.  In some cases, participants discussed each of school, district, 

community, state, and federal influences on their classroom practices. Therefore, within 

this study, the work of the teacher within the classroom was situated within the larger 

contexts of the school, community, state, and federal influences.  This perspective, 

stemming from a conceptual-substantive framework, is described below. 

 A conceptual-substantive framework. In Studying Teacher Education: The Report 

of the AERA Panel on Research and Teacher Education, Zeichner (2005) states the panel 
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recommends research attending to “clear and consistent definitions of terms” (p. 740).  In 

this section, I define key terms used in this dissertation study (context, knowledge, 

beliefs, identity). In this study, context was defined as the classroom and school within 

which each participant was teaching (and learning, in the case of the preservice teacher 

participants), as well as the greater local and state context in which the university and 

schools are situated. Grossman and McDonald (2008) posit that teacher education is 

situated within the contexts of national and state policies, institutional contexts, and local 

districts and labor markets, and relatively little of the program of research in teacher 

education has viewed teacher preparation through this lens. 

 In the literature on teacher knowledge and teacher beliefs, there is often confusion 

between the two terms and the terms are used interchangeably. Feiman-Nemser & Floden 

(1986) posit, “It does not follow that everything a teacher believes or is willing to act on 

merits the label ‘knowledge’ (515).  Richardson (2001) also calls for a clearer 

understanding about the definitions of teacher knowledge and how that knowledge is 

expressed. Therefore, in an effort for transparency about constructs examined, I propose 

two characterizations that guided the study.    

 First, since teacher knowledge heavily relies on the context of experience 

(Munby, Russell, & Martin, 2001), this research primarily investigated personal practical 

knowledge (Clandinin, 1985).  This view recognizes the active and productive 

relationship teachers have with their knowledge (Kelly, 2006), as well as the 

acknowledgment that learning is part of a social practice of the lived-in world (Lave, 

1988, p. 1).  Carter (1990) posits that personal practical knowledge refers less to 
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conceptions of what teachers know and more about how teachers learn by teaching and 

how they use this knowledge as it is enacted in classroom activities and as discussed by 

teachers.  Personal practical knowledge is a combination of theory and practical 

knowledge born of lived experience, and is observed in practice and is revealed over time 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 1986).   

 However, because of my additional interest in exploring what teachers know 

about subject matter, formal teacher knowledge was also examined. Formal knowledge 

helps shape personal practical knowledge (Clandinin & Connelly, 1986).  Formal teacher 

knowledge was defined in this study as implying epistemic warrant, that is, a proposition 

as agreed on as being true by a community of people (Richardson, 1996). I drew on the 

work of the MN Reads project (Yussen & Dillon, 2002-2006) and the contextualized 

beginning repertoire (2007) 1 that was created as part of this research.  In addition, the 

state Board of Teaching Standards of Effective Practice: Elementary Education (dated 

11/30/2009) were used as a basis for understanding formal teacher knowledge in reading 

[Appendix B]. Differentiations within these types of knowledge have been made when 

possible and appropriate.   

 Second, teacher beliefs were examined through the lens of participants’ general 

belief system when appropriate and possible, though the construct was further narrowed 

to focus more specifically on teacher candidate/participants’ beliefs about specific subject 

                                                
1 Minnesota Reads Literacy Conceptual Framework.  (Created in 2002-2005 and adopted by grant participants; edited 
in 2006-2007; current version March 30, 2007). Minnesota Reads:  A Higher Education Partnership to Better Prepare 
Faculty and Future Teachers for Literacy Instruction, 2002-2007.  Research supported in part by the Bush Foundation.   
S. Yussen and D. R. Dillon, Co-PIs, University of Minnesota, Twin Cities, College of Education and Human 
Development & Department of Curriculum and Instruction. [Collaborators included faculty members and research 
associates from the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities, Augsburg College, the College of St. Catherine, and St. 
Cloud State University] 
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matter (herein, reading) and the nature of knowledge (epistemological beliefs). Beliefs, as 

conceptualized in this study, refer to propositions accepted as true by the individual 

holding the belief (Richardson, 1996), which may or may not coincide with knowledge.  

While knowledge and beliefs are often used interchangeably in research programs in 

these areas, Fenstermacher (1994) posits that “a claim to know is a special type of claim, 

different from a claim to believe and requiring justification in ways that beliefs do not” 

(p. 30).   

 I have made every attempt to differentiate between teacher knowledge and teacher 

beliefs, with the recognition of the interconnection of the constructs and the subsequent 

difficulty of drawing lines between the two.  I did this in my analysis by differentiating 

when interview responses related to what the participants knew and how that related to 

their classroom practice (personal practice knowledge), what they knew from their 

coursework and related texts (formal knowledge), and the intersections of personal 

experience, experiences in schools, and teacher beliefs.  Knowledge was more easily 

parsed out from responses, whereas beliefs tended to be understood based on teachers’ 

belief statements, intentionality, and responses to classroom activities (Pajares, 1992). 

 Teacher knowledge is “the constant and iterative engagement in constructing and 

reconstructing professional knowledge using various perspectives including teacher 

research with the aim of conceptualizing and addressing problems.  Here teachers have an 

active and productive relationship with their professional knowledge base” (Kelly, 2006, 

p. 509).  Additionally, within this framework, knowledge of and in practice is distributed 
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across all participants in professional practice, including both teachers and students 

(Wenger, 1998).   

 As teachers’ knowledge and ways of knowing and beliefs about teaching and 

instruction evolve, so too, it follows, do their identities. According to Britzman (1991) 

“the process of learning to teach means coming to terms with particular orientations 

toward knowledge, power, and identity” (p. 11). Wenger (1998) argued “building an 

identity consists of negotiating the meanings of our experience of membership in social 

communities.  The concept of identity serves as a pivot between the social and the 

individual…. It does justice to the lived experience of identity while recognizing its 

social character – it is the social, the cultural, the historical with a human face” (p. 145).  

Teachers’ identities are negotiated through their practice and their participation (and non-

participation) in communities (Wenger, 1998).  In addition, identity is shaped by personal 

and professional biographies (Wenger, 1998).    

 Gee (2001) argues that identity is fluid and multidimensional, and the emphasis 

has shifted from individuality in a person’s identity to a focus on the “discursive, 

representational, and semiotic processes through which identities are created, sustained, 

and contested” (p. 114). In this study, identity may be understood as the way a person 

acts and interacts within a given context (Gee, 2001).  Acknowledging that people have 

multiple identities connected to their performances in society (Gee, 2001), this study 

focused on identity as reading teachers in an elementary classroom.  Historical, 

institutional, and sociocultural forces (e.g., classroom, school district, community, state, 

and federal forces) influence the identity (Gee, 2001) of, in this case, novice reading 
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teachers.  Therefore, the study of the identities of new reading teachers adheres to the 

sociocognitive framework chosen for this study.  

 According to numerous investigations into teacher education, (Calderhead & 

Robson, 1991; Goodman, 1988; Kagan, 1992; Richardson, 1996), previous conceptions 

of teaching have been heavily influenced through the apprenticeship of observation 

(Lortie, 1975).  The substantive framework of teacher socialization provides a frame for 

much of the program of research in learning to teach and the transition to teaching 

(Brower & Korthagen, 2005; Flores, 2006; McGinnis, Parker, & Graeber, 2004; San, 

1999).  However, in more current research, teacher education programs and contexts of 

teaching can be a catalyst for shifts in teachers’ conceptions and beliefs about instruction 

because making beliefs explicit is important to determining which beliefs are important to 

hold on to and which should shift (Fazio, 2000, 2003; Matanzo & Harris, 1999; Stevens, 

2002; Theurer, 2002; Wolf et al., 1996). 

 Due to more current research stated above which cautions against the static view 

of beliefs (and here the researcher argues knowledge and identity as well), I drew on the 

theory of subjectivity of teacher candidates put forth by Britzman (1991).  Britzman 

(1991) problematizes theories of socialization (Lortie, 1975) by calling attention to the 

multiple realities, complex negotiation, and competing ideologies of learning to teach.  

She urges researchers to view participants (e.g., preservice and beginning teachers) as 

individuals as well as social beings as they experience and participate in the settings of 

learning to teach.  In addition, it is important to examine what teachers “make happen 

because of what happens to them and what it is that structures their practice,” rather than 
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the traditional view of socialization that focuses solely on what happens to teachers 

(Britzman, 1991, p. 70). Britzman’s work uses the theoretical foundation of sociocultural 

theory, addressing the influence of context on teaching. 

 

Study Design 

 Studying Teacher Education: The Report of the AERA Panel on Research and 

Teacher Education (2005) recommends research attending to a “full description of data 

collection and analysis methods and the contexts in which research is conducted” (p. 

740).  Effective literacy qualitative research reports also require that these components be 

addressed (Dillon, 1996). In the following sections, I describe the study design, my data 

collection methods, research sites and participants, and data analysis.  In order to answer 

the questions involved using a sociocognitive theoretical lens, a multi-case study design 

was employed (Stake, 1995).  Case studies have their origins in multiple disciplines, 

including anthropology, sociology, and clinical psychology (Dressman & McCarthey, 

2004).   

 Case study design is utilized in order to “gain an in-depth understanding of the 

situation and meaning for those involved” (Merriam, 1998, p. 19). Case study design is 

descriptive and nonexperimental, and the boundedness of the unit of study is the defining 

characteristic of case studies (Merriam, 1998).  Boundedness defines what is inside or 

outside the case (Haas-Dyson & Genishi, 2005; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2003). In order to 

understand complex programs, groups, organizations, or contexts, “it is often useful to 

look carefully at persons and operations at several locations.  The multi-case project is a 
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research design for closely examining several cases linked together” (Stake, 2006).  For 

my dissertation study, the related cases of seven teachers are linked together by the initial 

teacher licensure program at Research University. 

 Because of the focus on the situated nature and importance of context on the 

knowledge, beliefs, and identities of the participants, I conducted this study as a 

qualitative case study (Merriam, 1998).  A qualitative case study is “an intensive, holistic 

description and analysis of a bounded phenomenon such as a program, an institution, a 

person, a process, or a social unit” (Merriam, 1998, xiii).  Merriam (1998) classifies 

qualitative research by four characteristics:  1) qualitative researchers are interested in 

understanding the meaning individuals have constructed through interactions in their 

social worlds; 2) the researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and analysis; 

3) qualitative research usually includes fieldwork; 4) qualitative research usually makes 

use of an inductive research strategy to build concepts and theories (pp. 6-7). As 

previously described, using sociocognitive theory to frame this study acknowledges the 

mediation of teaching and learning with social contexts.  Additionally, the purpose of this 

study is to describe and interpret the phenomena under investigation: the transition to 

teaching reading. The study was conducted from an interpretive stance, assuming that 

knowledge, beliefs, and identities are constructed through social interaction (Erickson, 

1986), in aiming for rich description of the transition to teaching.  

 Case study research refers more to delimiting the object of study, the case, than 

about strategies for data collection (Merriam, 1998).  In this study, the first unit of 

analysis will be each teacher candidates/beginning teachers sharing a common experience 
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(e.g., teacher preparation program) within the transition to teaching experience. However, 

case study research is also defined by the data that are collected and how the case is 

compiled.  A case study design is employed to gain an in-depth understanding of the 

situation and meaning for those involved (Merriam, 1998).  

 Primary data sources in case study research used to examine situation and 

meaning include interviews, observation, surveys, and documents (Patton, 2002).  

Because we cannot observe thoughts and intentions, interviews allow researchers to 

“enter into the other person’s perspective” (Patton, 2002).  Interviews are also 

particularly necessary when interested in past phenomena (e.g., teacher preparation 

program for new teachers).  Observations allow for “a firsthand encounter with the 

phenomenon of interest” (Merriam, 1998), in this case, the reading instruction of 

preservice and novice reading teachers.  Document collection and analysis can include 

written, visual, and physical material applicable to the study (Merriam, 1998).  In 

addition to interviews and observations, researcher-generated documents (e.g., Appendix 

B), as well as teacher-generated documents (e.g., preservice teacher reading lesson plans) 

were analyzed. 

 Merriam (1998) also defines a qualitative case study in terms of its end product: 

“a qualitative case study is an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single 

instance, phenomenon, or social unit” (Merriam, 1988, p. 21 as quoted in Merriam, 1998, 

p. 27).  Important in this description are narratives of the context, the participants, and the 

activities of interest (Merriam, 1998).  In this case, the end product of this study is a 

descriptive case study, meaning that the end product is a rich, “thick” description and 
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substantive analysis of the phenomenon under study:  the transition to teaching reading.  

This description includes analysis of individual cases of teacher participants, as well as 

the multi-case analysis. 

 

Methods 

Role as a Researcher 

 In this study, I was a limited participant observer in the classrooms of the 

participants.  In this role, I had a set location to set up in the classrooms of the 

participants, and upon arriving, would quietly slip into place and begin taking notes.  On 

occasion, students would come up to talk with me about everything elementary students 

talk about: school, family, pets, vacations, television, sports and activities, and important 

events in their lives.  At times, students sitting near me would also share their work with 

me.  In these instances, I chatted with the students, but most often, I sat without 

interacting with the activities of the classroom. 

 Meaning, in qualitative research, is mediated through the researcher’s own 

perceptions (Merriam, 1998); therefore, it is important to acknowledge that as a 

researcher, I brought a particular lens to this study. I taught reading for five years in 5th 

grade and two years in 6th grade, as well as serving as an intervention reading teacher for 

5th, 6th, 7th, and 8th grade students.  I earned a Master’s degree in education focused on an 

action research project with 6th grade reading students and independent reading.  While in 

graduate school for my PhD, I taught several sections of elementary reading and language 

arts methods and middle school language arts methods courses.  These experiences 
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provided a lens through which I viewed the classrooms and reading instruction of the 

participants.  At times, it was necessary for me to confront this lens and reflect on 

whether I was developing accurate descriptions of the classrooms in which I was 

observing.  This is discussed further in the data analysis section on reflexivity and in 

Appendix D where I present reflections on my role as a researcher after the study was 

completed, as well as what I learned about ways to improve my other data collection 

tools. 

Data sources and collection   

 Guided by my research questions, primary data were collected in the form of 

interview transcripts, observation field notes and audio files, and a standards survey 

[Appendix B].  These data were collected from September 2009 until May 2010.  I 

observed an average of eight times in each of the five first-year and third-/fourth-year 

teacher participants’ classrooms; the two preservice student teachers were observed five 

times – once during their literacy block practicum placement, and four times during their 

student teaching (a chart listing the participants and contextual information about each is 

located in Table 3.1; more complete descriptions of participants and contexts appear at 

the end of the chapter).  Each observation lasted between 60-120 minutes.  During each 

observation, I took field notes on my computer during each reading lesson, noting 

throughout the lesson what the teacher was doing/saying and what the students were 

doing/saying.  I audiotaped each reading block (the 60-120 minutes time period within 

which the reading lesson occurred), and transcribed sections as needed.   
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 In addition to observations, I formally interviewed each teacher three times over 

the course of the school year, in September/October 2009, January/February 2010, and 

May 2010 [interview protocols appear in Appendix A].  These interviews were conducted 

after school the day of one of my observations.  Interviews were semi-structured (Patton, 

2002) to allow cross case analysis of responses.  However, I allowed for participants to 

respond in flexible ways during the interviews or in particular situations and as new ideas 

were generated (Merriam, 1998).  The first interview focused on participants’ historical 

biography: their experiences as a reader in school, what led them to teaching, and their 

experience in RU’s initial teacher licensure program. The second interview centered on 

questions about their current reading instruction and influences on their classroom.  The 

second interview also included a detailed description of the lesson I had observed, and a 

stimulated recall activity pertaining to the lesson, described below.  The final interview 

gleaned perspectives on their year as a reading teacher, their ideas about effective reading 

instruction, and goals for their reading instruction in the future.  Throughout the data 

collection process, I kept notes in an electronic journal including comments on, 

reflections about, and tentative interpretations of the observations and interviews.  I 

collected lesson plans and examples of student work when offered. 
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Table 3.1: Participant & Site Information 

Name2 Age Years 
Teaching 
 

Grade 
Level 

School 
 

School 
Grade 
Levels; 
Enroll-
ment 

Free/ 
Reduced 
Lunch 

Special 
Edu-
cation 

LEP Meeting 
Reading 
Standard
3 

Anna 30 Preservice
- Student 
teaching 

5th  Davis Math 
Science 
Technology 
Magnet 
Public 
Elementary  

K-5; 
520 
students 

72% 14% 44% 44% 

Lilly 24 Preservice
- Student 
teaching 

3rd  Maple Ridge 
Public 
Elementary  

K-5; 
540 
students 

40% 10% 8% 73% 

Julia 26 1st year 3rd  Pleasant 
View Public 
Elementary 

K-6; 
600 
students 

50% 14% 31% 74% 

Nora 24 1st year 4th  Fitzgerald 
Public 
Elementary 

K-5;  
590 
students 

50% 10% 2% 83% 

Rebecca 26 1st year 6th  Long Grove 
Public 
Elementary 

K-6;  
1000 
students 

30% 13% 9% 80% 

Scott 30 3rd year 4th  Brookview 
Public 
Elementary 

K-5; 
500 
students 

37% 16% 5% 82% 

Molly 29 4th year 3rd  Faith 
Christian 
Private 
School 

PK-12; 
450 
students 

NA NA NA NA 

 

 Secondary data included videotaped lessons and participants’ thoughts about their 

teaching.  I videotaped a reading lesson and during our after school interview, which 

provided an opportunity for stimulated recall, following Morine-Dershimer’s (1983) 

description of stimulated recall data.  Specifically, I observed and videotaped a teacher-

                                                
2 Unless otherwise noted, all participants, schools, districts, and cities are pseudonyms.  Participants were asked if they 
had a name they would like used.  I am using the names the participants chose or have chosen a pseudonym for them if 
they did not have a preference for a name. 
3 All demographic data is from 2008-2009 school year and reading assessment data is from 2009 state assessments.  
Data was collected from the state Department of Education website, and in an effort to maintain confidentiality, I have 
chosen not to provide the website information.  
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selected lesson, and played the video back for the teacher the same day.  Using this 

stimulated recall strategy, I asked the teacher participant to provide a summary of the 

lesson and an analysis of how they thought the lesson went prior to watching the 

videotape.  I asked the teacher to stop the videotape at self-selected points within the 

lesson to share what they were thinking about during those particular moments in their 

teaching (Wilson & Wineburg, 1988). 

  The concept of teacher knowledge is broad.  My attempt to understand, classify, 

and interpret what the teachers in my study knew and believed was daunting.  One 

strategy I used to help me get a grasp of what these teachers knew was to create a self-

assessment survey [Appendix B] modeled on the state’s 2008 Board of Teaching 

Standards of Effective Practice: Elementary Education [Appendix B].  This secondary 

data source was designed to capture a snapshot of teacher’s knowledge of reading 

instruction, midway through the 2009-2010 school year.  The rating system I provided 

them consisted of marking current knowledge/application of each standard as: don’t 

know about; know about, don’t teach; know about, working on incorporating; know 

about, teach most/every day; know about, could teach others about.  Participants were 

then asked to rate how important each standard was for their grade level (O – not at all 

important to 5 – essential).   

 The survey also included circling how participants learned about each standard 

during their preservice program (0 – did not learn; 1 – briefly discussed in class/readings; 

2 – discussed thoroughly in class/readings; 3 – observed in practicum; 4 – discussed with 

practicum teacher or supervisor; 5 – completed an assignment on the standard).  In 
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addition, there were columns to indicate if teachers had learned about the standard in 

school based staff development and/or self-selected readings, and/or if participants 

wanted to learn more about the standard and if so, if they have a plan to learn more about 

it. Participants were given the survey about standards knowledge in November 2009 and 

most were returned in January – February 2010.  Because of the lapse in observations of 

the preservice teachers until they were in their student teaching placements, I received the 

surveys from Anna and Lilly in April 2010.  (See Table 3.2 for alignment of research 

questions, data sources, and analysis strategies).  

Analysis 

 Data analysis and data collection are simultaneous activities in qualitative 

research (Erickson, 1986; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2002).  Therefore, early analysis began 

with the start of data collection.  This allowed for the possibility of ongoing data 

collection to fill in gaps, verify emerging categories and themes, and allow for the 

formulation of “rival hypothesis that question researchers’ assumptions and biases” 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

 For example, in analyzing responses from the first interview, the three first-year 

teacher participants (Julia, Nora, and Rebecca) mentioned doing something in their 

classrooms because they were “told to” by someone on their team.  For example, Julia 

stated, “Our spelling words are right out of the book, just like they tell me to do” 

(interview, 9/16/09).  Because of the sociocognitive framework, I was particularly 

interested in probing the influence of other teachers on the practice of the participants.  I 

came away from analysis of these three interviews thinking that there was a strong 
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influence on the first-year participants’ classroom materials and practices.  However, 

subsequent interviews showed that though the first-year teachers felt some pressure on 

their teaching from other teachers and/or their principal, the two teachers who were 

dissatisfied with how their reading instruction was progressing (Julia and Rebecca) were 

able to make shifts in their practice with or without support from those from whom they 

had felt the initial pressure. 

 

Table 3.2:  Alignment of Data Sources & Analyses Strategies with Research Questions 
 

Research Question Data Sources Analysis Strategy 
 
How do elementary 
teachers candidates 
conceptualize their 
knowledge and beliefs 
about the teaching of 
reading at the end of 
their PT program? 

 

 
• Interviews 
• Observations 
• Standards survey 

review 

 
• Transcription of interviews and 

observations (Merriam, 1998) 
• Development of theoretical memos (Miles 

& Huberman, 1994) 
• Inductive and deductive coding (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990) 
• In vivo codes (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) 
• Within- and cross-case matrices 

development and analysis (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994) 

 
 
How do participants’ 
knowledge, beliefs, and 
identities change and 
continue to develop over 
time across the 
transition to teaching 
continuum? 
 

 
• Interviews 
• Observations 
• Standards survey 

review 
• Classroom artifacts 

 
• (See above) 
• Document analysis (Patton, 1990) 

 
How are reading 
teacher/candidates’ 
knowledge and beliefs 
about teaching reading 
visible in their teaching 
practice? 
 

 
• Observations 
• Stimulated Recall 

Video Analysis 
• Interviews 
• Classroom artifacts 

 
• (See above) 
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Research Question Data Sources Analysis Strategy 
 
How does teaching 
context influence 
participants’ continued 
development of their 
knowledge and beliefs 
about teaching reading, 
and their identities as 
reading teachers?  
 

 
• Interviews 
• Observations 
• Classroom artifacts 

 
• (See above) 

 

 In my analysis process, I transcribed all interviews, and field notes were typed to 

ease the analysis process. First, analysis included the reading and rereading of transcripts 

and other field data and the writing of theoretical memos (Glaser, 1978).  Initially, after 

completing an interview or observation, I noted the significance of the data source in an 

analysis log I kept on my computer.  Then, I read each interview as a whole and wrote a 

narrative capturing the essence of the interview.  This helped me as I moved between 

open and axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).   

 From there, I read each participant’s responses line-by-line and question-by-

question, allowing for detailed and generative coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). I 

identified specific places where participants explicitly identified (a) what they know 

and/or believe about reading development, (b) what they know and/or believe about how 

to teach reading, and (c) contextual influences on their teaching. In vivo codes (Glaser, 

1978; Strauss, 1987) were developed using the participants’ language in order to stay as 

close as possible to the data (i.e. knowing the structure, instill a love of reading, and lack 

of direction from cooperating teacher). This began as within-case analysis in order to 

develop preliminary conclusions about each individual participant’s case.   
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 For example, when reading the transcript from Nora’s first interview, she 

discussed learning (a) about the benefits of guided reading in her literacy coursework, (b) 

being in charge of a guided reading group in her literacy block practicum and feeling 

successful, and (c) being concerned about how to group students for guided reading in 

her classroom based on Northwest Evaluation Association’s Measures of Academic 

Progress assessment (NWEA MAP) scores.  Because of this pattern, I anticipated seeing 

the use of guided reading groups in Nora’s classroom throughout the year.  However, 

though she discussed having students work in small groups, I did not observe any guided 

or small group work during my observations of her class. 

 Analysis then moved between open and axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) in 

order to make new categories, and verify proposed assertions and relationships (Erickson, 

1986). When I engaged in axial coding, I reviewed the in vivo codes developed from 

within-case analysis, question-by-question, open coding and applied the codes to the 

entire transcripts of each participants.  This helped further refine the pattern codes 

developed during open coding.  For example, the pattern code instill a love of reading 

emerged as a code during open coding.  This pattern emerged as the participants talked 

about expectations they had of their students as well as their larger goals for their 

teaching.  As I analyzed across cases, it became clear that this was one of the overarching 

goals for all the participants for their students.  This pattern code, instill a love of reading, 

became folded into the category, goals for reading instruction, during axial coding. 

 In addition to within-case analysis, cross-case analysis was conducted in order to 

increase transferability and deepen understanding of the phenomena, in this case, the 



 

 61 

knowledge, beliefs, and identities of beginning reading teachers across the transition to 

teaching reading (Miles & Huberman, 1994). My use of cross-case analysis consisted of 

the creation of cross-case matrices, created in order to assemble descriptive data from 

several cases in a standard format, and better draw and verify conclusions.  These 

matrices included charts of each participant’s responses to individual interview questions 

as well as those responses important to answering my research questions.  In addition, 

charts were created linking observed practices and the state’s 2008 Board of Teaching 

Standards of Effective Practice: Elementary Education.  Working between the within-

case and cross-case analysis helped to develop emerging theories grounded in the context 

of the study from the interview, observational, and survey data. A sample cross-case chart 

from Interview 3 [Appendix C] shows participants’ responses to the question, “What will 

your students say at the end of the year about reading in your class?” and corresponding 

memos. 

The categories I generated from open and axial coding of the interview 

transcripts, observations, and survey data included: declarative knowledge of reading 

process and teaching, situated knowledge of reading and teaching, interaction between 

theory practice, goals for reading instruction, teacher as facilitator, pedagogical 

decisions, selecting curriculum materials, meeting individual needs, team dynamics, 

working within constraints, and areas for growth (see Table 3.3). Definitions were 

refined by applying the categories back to the interview, observational, and survey data 

and formalized with examples from the interview data. 
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Table 3.3: Categories Generated from the Data 

Category Definition Examples 
declarative knowledge 
of reading process and 
teaching 

knowledge participants shared 
from their coursework and 
readings 

“We learned a lot about how the pendulum 
has swung in a couple directions, that there 
was whole language approach and then 
there was the opposite of that, and things 
have come back to the middle where 
phonics are important but we’re mixing that 
with other things” (Scott, interview, 
9/24/09) 
 

situated knowledge of 
reading and teaching 

knowledge participants shared 
having learned in practicum  

“We used whisper phones4 a lot which was 
wonderful and the kids knew what to do 
with those and they loved using them” 
(Nora, interview, 9/17/09) 
 

interaction between 
theory and practice 

examples of learning from 
preservice coursework / 
practicum experiences used in 
current teaching 

[after I observed Julia model partner 
reading for her students] “[Modeling 
partner reading] was something I saw in 
one of my practicums. She would do that 
all the time” (Julia, interview, 9/16/09) 
 

goals for reading 
instruction 

statements related to the 
overarching goals for 
participants’ reading instruction 

Ms. ___ showed us that reading is fun. If 
they [the students] said, ‘Oh, I really like 
reading time. That was the funnest time of 
the day,” I would be ecstatic” (Anna, 
interview, 11/3/09). 
 

conflicts between 
learning and teaching 

examples of situations 
participants mentioned seeing 
in their classrooms / practicum 
placements that conflicted with 
what they had learned in 
preparation coursework 

“Mrs. Baker had mentioned to do that 
[round robin reading]. I know that [literacy 
block instructor] taught against the robin 
reading or round reading, but yet I feel that 
it’s ok to do that if you make it comfortable 
for the kids” (Lilly, interview, 4/8/10) 
 

teacher as facilitator statements regarding role of 
teacher as facilitator in the 
classroom 

“I think I'm a facilitator in terms of giving 
them the tools that they need to continue 
their own education.  I think just an 
encourager and a supporter” (Molly, 
interview, 5/17/10). 
 

                                                
4 A whisper phone is a piece of PVC elbow pipefitting that students use as a telephone.  Students whisper-read into one 
end and the sound of their reading is magnified into their ear at the other end. 
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Category Definition Examples 
team dynamics information about the 

relationships of the participants 
and the way he/she interacted 
within their grade-level teams 

“Whenever we're in a group of us five, I 
feel like I'm always open you know to give 
out suggestions and they support those, you 
know, oh that was really great, and you 
know, I do feel like a part of the team” 
(Rebecca, interview, 9/18/09). 
 

pedagogical decisions decisions made about 
instructional methods  

“I like when they're in groups 'cause they 
get more reading time.  I feel like there's 
more discussion time” (Molly, interview, 
3/10/10). 
 

selecting curriculum 
materials 

ways teachers discussed 
choosing materials used within 
the reading classroom 

“I have professional literature, I look at 
books.  I draw on books pretty heavily.  
Some that came from teacher training, and 
some that I've purchased or acquired.  So I 
will rely on books” (Scott, interview, 
5/27/10). 
 

meeting individual 
needs 

statements made about 
differentiating instruction for 
individual or small groups of 
students 

“With my [guided reading] groups, I took a 
survey and asked them what they’re 
interested in, and then from there I choose 
books based on that” (Julia, interview, 
2/16/10). 
 

working within 
constraints 

statements about restrictions 
about teaching/materials due to 
outside pressure (i.e. principal, 
team members, district 
guidelines) 

“I wish we just had more time to do [novel 
units] and I didn't have to do the stupid 
vocabulary workbooks and DLR and stuff.  
I just wish I had more free reign over that.  
But you know I showed up and here's your 
vocab and grammar book and you have to 
do it and you have to do DLR this way and 
you have to do this and this” (Rebecca, 
interview, 2/11/10) 
 

areas for growth statements about areas the 
participants recognized as 
weaknesses in their teaching 

“It’s hard to fit everything in that I would 
like to teach with them and do with them 
because of the management part of it” 
(Lilly, interview, 4/8/10). 
 

 

Categories from the open and axial coding, as well as the theoretical memos from the 

cross-case analysis, were used to develop assertions discussed throughout the remaining 

chapters (Miles & Huberman, 1994).   
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 After development of assertions, I looked across the categories to determine 

which categories supported each assertion.  These categories, along with the supporting 

data, were grouped under each assertion.  For example, one assertion that was developed 

was that teachers created explicit objectives for their reading lessons. This assertion was 

developed from analysis of interview and observational data, as well as lesson plans 

provided (in this case, by the preservice teachers).  However, while teachers were able to 

clearly explain to students the purpose of reading class, they lacked an assessment plan 

for measuring student learning of their stated objectives.  This suggests that teachers were 

able to draw upon their foundational knowledge to plan and implement curriculum within 

their particular classrooms, but lacked the understanding of how to measure whether or 

not the objectives were being met and how to adapt instruction based on the assessment.  

This assertion is further developed in Chapter 5. 

 Process, a way of explaining change, was also used as an additional lens to 

analyze data in order to better understand (a) the change in conditions influencing 

action/interaction over time, (b) responses to that change, (c) consequences of the 

responses to the change, and (d) describing how the consequences influence the next 

action/interaction sequence (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), which became particularly 

important to answer my research question regarding the influence of context on teaching.  

When needed, vignettes were written to focus on subsets of rich data (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). This allowed me to understand shifts in participants’ instruction 

throughout the year. For example, when analyzing observation transcripts and field notes 

for patterns in instructional methods that were consistent or inconsistent with the 
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information gleaned from the standards survey [Appendix B], I began to see changes over 

time in the pedagogy employed by some of the participants.  These shifts, often away 

from instructional frameworks and materials that conflicted with teachers’ knowledge 

and beliefs about effective reading instruction, led to the findings in Chapter 6.  

 To further address credibility in the study, I practiced reflexivity throughout the 

collection and analysis processes through my electronic journal, listening to classroom 

audio files and checking my field notes for inconsistent notetaking.  An example of this 

came during after my second observation in Molly’s classroom.  While listening to the 

audio file of the class again, I realized that my focus on and bias against the structure of 

her reading classroom (round robin reading of a class novel) wasn’t allowing me to 

appropriately note her skill in asking high-level questions and the thoughtful responses of 

her students.  A subsequent interview revealed that this method of teaching was used in 

every classroom in the school, as directed by the administrator.  As I will discuss in 

Chapter 6, Molly found ways to do what she knew to be better for students within these 

parameters. 

 The use of multiple data sources, or data triangulation (Merriam, 1998; Patton, 

2002), from interviews, observational field notes, and other artifacts, allowed for testing 

of consistency among emerging findings (Patton, 2002).  Observations were taken over 

time, in order to ensure reliability (Merriam, 1998) and considered in the interpretation of 

the data. I asked participants to examine interview transcripts to ensure accurate 

representation (Merriam, 1998), though no participants shared any inconsistencies. 

Discrepant cases were identified and analyzed (Erickson, 1986; Maxwell, 2005).  An 
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example of a discrepant case was Rebecca’s feelings of being less prepared to teach 

because of a lack of breadth in her structured experiences through RU, as the other 

teacher candidates/beginning teachers expressed being well prepared through their 

variety of field experiences through their RU teacher preparation program.  Overall, 

validity, credibility, and reliability were tested by long term involvement in the contexts 

of the study, collection of rich data, respondent validation, searching for discrepant cases, 

and data and method triangulation of participant perspectives and researcher observations 

(Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 1998). 

 

Research Participants and Sites 

 Teacher Preparation Program.  All research participants received their teacher 

preparation at the same large Midwestern university, situated at the heart of a large 

metropolitan area.  Research University (RU) has a student population of approximately 

52,000, and offers over 140 undergraduate, graduate, and professional degrees. RU’s 

elementary teacher preparation program is designed to help students become inquiring, 

analytical, and reflective professional educators.  RU’s teacher licensure program is a 

post-baccalaureate program, in that students are required to have completed a BA prior to 

entering the one-year licensure program.  There are two groups of students typically 

enrolled in the initial elementary licensure program: students who completed the 

elementary education foundation undergraduate degree at RU, and 2) students who have 

completed an undergraduate degree in an area outside of education.   
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 Students take introduction and foundations courses, followed by methods and 

applied practice courses (see Table 3.4 for illustration). Within the methods and applied 

practice courses, students complete a Literacy Block, focused on reading language arts 

methods courses, and an Inquiry Block focused on math, science, and social studies 

methods courses.   

 

Table 3.4: Coursework for RU’s Post-Baccalaureate Initial Teacher Licensure Program 

Introduction and Foundations Courses Methods and Applied Practice 
1) Applying Instructional 
Methods in the Elementary 
Classroom (can be taken as 
undergraduate course), 3 
credits 

1) Introduction to Elementary School 
Teaching, 3 credits  

2) Literature for the 
Elementary School (can be 
taken as undergraduate 
course), 3 credits 

2) Learning, Cognition, and 
Assessment, 3 credits 

3) Reading Instruction in the 
Elementary Grades, 3 credits 

3) Developmental and Individual 
Differences in Educational Contexts, 2 
credits 

4) Language Arts Instruction 
in the Elementary Grades, 3 
credits 

4) Teaching Students with Special 
Needs in Inclusive Settings, 2 credits 

5) Theory and Practice of 
Teaching Art in Elementary 
Schools, 2 credits 

5) School and Society, 2 credits 6) Working with 
Linguistically and Culturally 
Diverse Students in the 
Mainstream Classroom, 1 
credit 

6) Technology for Teaching and 
Learning, 1.5 credits 

Literacy 
Block 

7) Literacy Block Practicum, 
3 credits 
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Introduction and Foundations Courses Methods and Applied Practice 

1) Teaching Science and 
Health in the Elementary 
School, 2 credits 
2) Teaching Social Studies in 
the Elementary School, 2 
credits 
4) Teaching Mathematics in 
the Elementary School, 2 
credits 
3) Teaching Physical 
Education in the Elementary 
School, 2 credits  
4) Music in the Elementary 
Classroom Curriculum, 2 
credits 

7) Human Relations: Applied Skills for 
School and Society, 1 credit 

Inquiry Block 

6) Inquiry Block Practicum, 3 
credits 

8) Fundamentals of Alcohol and Drug 
Abuse, 1 credit 

Middle School Specialization Methods Course 
and Practicum (3 credits) 

 Student Teaching Practicum (12 credits) and 
Seminar (3 credits) 

 

In addition, students are to choose a specialization area and in addition to prerequisite 

content coursework, students take a methods course and complete a practicum field 

experience.  In their final semester, students complete a semester of student teaching.   

 After students successfully complete initial licensure requirements, students are 

recommended for state licensure to teach elementary education in grades K-6, with a 

specialty area including preprimary (age 3 and above) or middle school (grade 5-8; 

communication arts and literature, mathematics, science, or social studies).  Students 

must complete four additional semester credits after completing from their post-

baccalaureate licensure program in order to receive their M.Ed. degree in elementary 

education.  This program structure remained stable across time; all seven teacher 
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participants experienced a very similar program.  Though instructors changed, program 

structure, assignments, and placements were stable. 

 Participants.  All teacher participants were teaching 3rd, 4th, 5th, or 6th grade for 

the 2009-2010 school year.  Teachers were currently in their student teaching, first-year 

of teaching, or third-/fourth-year of teaching (See Table 3.1 presented previously.).  

Teacher participants’ schools were located within 200 miles of RU in order to allow for 

regular observations. All teachers taught at least one period of reading/language arts.  All 

teacher participants were white and able-bodied, between the ages of 24-30, and 

participants included 6 female and 1 male.  All participants grew up attending public 

schools in the same state they are now teaching. Some participant teachers had always 

known they wanted to teach; others came to teaching as a career change.  Although I 

recruited teachers to become part of the study, all selected participants volunteered their 

participation and no grades or other leverage was used to coerce participants.  For their 

participation in the study, I gave participants a gift-card worth $100 to a bookstore of 

their choice. 

 Recruitment of Participant Teachers and School Sites.  Recruitment proved to be 

one of the most difficult aspects of this study.  Participants were initially recruited 

through email; I sent emails to the RU email addresses of graduates of the RU licensure 

program, as determined by class lists from literacy block courses.  This method led to the 

recruitment of all three of the first-year teacher participants as well as Molly, the fourth-

year teacher participant.  For many third-/fourth-year participants, RU email addresses 

were no longer used.  In order to find these participants, I searched the State Department 
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of Education website for the names of graduates, to determine if they were listed as 

working in the state.  From there, I searched school district websites to see if the 

identified teachers were still employed in the listed district.  This method helped me 

identify Scott, the third-year teacher. 

 For preservice teacher participants, I visited class during students’ reading 

methods course early in fall 2009, and followed-up with email recruitment.  Though I 

taught reading methods at RU, I chose not recruit students in my own classes.  One first-

year participant, Nora, had been in one of my courses during her initial licensure 

program.  She heard about the study from another first-year teacher and emailed me 

asking to participate.  Though this complicated my role as researcher, I was finding it 

difficult to recruit participants and chose to invite her to participate.  I received emails 

from many teachers interested in participating, but who were not currently employed.  

 After initial email communication showing interest in the study, I met with 

participants to discuss the study in more detail.  At these initial meetings, I was also able 

to meet with principals in order to secure their permission for our work.  In most cases, I 

also had to secure permission from district research review boards.  In two cases, I was 

not granted permission by a principal or a district for my research, and was unable to 

include those two teachers. In addition, it was important to confirm that potential 

participants met my selection criteria, which included: 

1. Participants will include two preservice, two first-year, and two third-year 

teachers.  If third-year teacher participants cannot be secured, second- or 

fourth-year teachers will be considered. 
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2. Beginning teacher participants (first- and third-year participants) will 

have been prepared at the same Midwestern university preparation 

program (RU).   

3. Participants must currently be teaching reading, in upper elementary 

grades (3rd 4th, 5th, or 6th).  If this is not possible, early elementary or 

middle level teachers will be considered. 

4. Beginning teacher participants will be chosen based on willingness to 

discuss their emerging, evolving, situated knowledge, beliefs, and 

identities as they teach reading.   

5. Third-year participants will have been teaching in the same school/grade 

level for at least two years. 

6. Teacher participants will be teaching in a variety of community contexts 

(urban/suburban/rural) to allow for varied experiences in the study data. 

7. In order to allow for regular interviews and observations, participants will 

be teaching in schools located within 200 miles of the preparation 

university under study.   

8. When possible, both male and female participants will be selected. 

In all, seven teachers in met my selection criteria, agreed to participate, and were in 

schools that supported the study.   

 In addition to securing teacher informed consent and consent from principals and 

school districts, I also secured student and parent consent forms for the elementary 

students in the classrooms of the teacher participants. In one classroom, a student’s parent 
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did not want their child to participate in the videotape activity; for this activity, I angled 

the video camera so that she would not be included in the video.  In most cases, I was 

able to secure complete permission from all students and their parents.  This permission 

was important not only because I wanted to videotape the teacher participants, but also I 

wanted to understand the interactions between the teachers and their students. 

An In-Depth Overview of Each Case Study 

 The following descriptive accounts introduce each teacher participant and provide 

information about their reasons for becoming teachers as well as descriptions of their 

teaching contexts.  Data for these descriptions came from interview analyses.  This 

information is important because it begins to contextualize each teacher participant’s own 

education history, as well as the context in which they find themselves teaching.  

Adhering to sociocognitive theory, historical and contextual factors influence teaching, 

and are important to describe before examining observations of and interviews with the 

teacher participants. 

 Preservice Teacher: Anna. Student-teacher Anna, age 30, came to teaching as a 

second career.  A history major in her undergraduate work at RU, she found herself 

unhappy in her job as a financial planner and volunteered for the company’s Junior 

Achievement Program.  The outreach program allowed her to go into local schools to 

teach business classes and participate in an e-mentoring program for middle school 

students.  Anna stated, “I really hated business, but I just wanted an excuse to get out of 

work [so I undertook the outreach program]…so I could get out of doing my normal job” 

(interview, 11/3/09).  However, she discovered she really enjoyed teaching within the 
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outreach program, and decided to go back to RU to get her secondary social studies 

teaching license.  When she graduated, she took a job teaching in Korea for a year and 

upon returning, found it difficult to secure a teaching position in social studies.  While 

working for two years as a substitute teacher, Anna realized her interest in working with 

younger children and so returned to RU to complete the elementary education teaching 

licensure program. 

 Anna grew up in and attended school in Springfield, a large metropolitan city, and 

the city and district in which she student-taught.  Springfield School District is a large 

metropolitan school district, with approximately 34,000 students in grades K-12, with 40 

elementary schools, 8 middle schools, 7 high schools, and 3 alternative programs for the 

2009-2010 school year. Springfield’s district goal is for every student to be college-ready.  

Anna completed her student teaching in a fifth grade classroom with Ms. Peters at Davis 

Math Science Technology Magnet Public Elementary School in Springfield.  Davis 

Elementary had approximately 520 students in grades K-5, with 44% LEP, 14% special 

education, and 72% qualifying for free/reduced lunch benefits5.  Davis’ student 

population included 36% Hispanic, 33% Black, 23% white, 4% Asian, and 3% American 

Indian.  Davis was not making Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP)6 Anna said that although 

the school was a science, math, technology magnet, she didn’t see that having much 

influence on the classroom content or instruction.  She stated, “I see it only as there are a 

lot of technological tools at our disposal.  There's a lot of computers for the kids to work 

                                                
 
6 Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) is determined by student performance on annual state tests.  These tests help 
districts measure student progress toward the state’s academic standards and meet the requirements of No Child Left 
Behind.  The reading and mathematics tests are used to determine whether schools and districts have made adequate 
yearly progress (AYP) toward all students being proficient in 2014. 
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with, and she [Anna’s cooperating teacher] has that cool projector, Smart[board, and a], 

document camera is in each classroom.  And the other fifth grade class has a Smartboard.  

So I see it only in that way” (interview, 5/19/10). 

 Anna’s fifth grade student teaching class represented the diversity of the school, 

with about half of her students receiving ELL services.  Some of these services came in 

the form of Native Language Literacy (NLL) reading class, the goal of the class being a 

firm literacy base in the native language (Spanish), focusing on reading, writing, 

speaking, and listening.  The students in ELL or NLL services left the room for these 

classes during reading time, thus leaving Anna with a small group of 13 students.  Of 

these students, 6 were African American, 2 were Somali American, and 5 were white.  

Anna described her students as “great kids, rambunctious and needy…but really good 

kids” (interview, 5/19/10).  

 Anna had little opportunity to practice teaching reading while at her student 

teaching placement (she had no opportunity beyond her two weeks of full-time teaching 

to teach reading), and stated that her experience working with her cooperating teacher at 

Davis was “frustrating. It's been frustrating.  But it has also been, I've learned a lot, I 

guess.  About myself as a teacher, and what expectations I want to have” (interview, 

5/19/10).  

 Reading in Anna’s fifth grade student teaching classroom focused on genre study.  

During her two weeks of full-time teaching, Anna read aloud to begin each reading class, 

and then she focused on biography.  During the two weeks, she started each class with a 

mini-lesson (I observed mini-lessons on fact and opinion and author’s purpose), followed 
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by independent work time in their biographies, and ending the class with self-selected 

independent reading.  This was a significant change from reading conducted by her 

cooperating teacher. Anna stated, “So prior to my teaching, yeah, there's no read alouds, 

and they did have silent reading.  There were no skill lessons.  It was just silent reading 

and they sit in a circle and take turns reading from a book.  I don't know what that's 

called” (interview, 4/16/10). Though Anna mentioned being frustrated with her student 

teaching placement, she liked fifth grade and said she would like to continue working 

with upper elementary.  However, she stated that she would take any teaching position in 

her first year. 

 Preservice Teacher: Lilly.  Lilly, age 24, decided she wanted to be a teacher while 

completing her undergraduate work at RU.  She initially went to college thinking about 

nursing, following in the footsteps of her mother and her older sisters (there were 9 

children in Lilly’s family, with Lilly falling as second to youngest).  As a sophomore, 

however, she still wasn’t committed to nursing, and after completing an interest inventory 

and working with counselors at the career center at RU, Lilly decided to major in 

Foundations of Education.  Lilly entered the elementary teacher licensure program upon 

graduation from her undergraduate work.   

 Lilly completed her student teaching in a third grade classroom with Mrs. Baker 

at Maple Ridge Public Elementary School in Prairie Valley, a suburb in a large 

metropolitan area.  Prairie Valley School District had approximately 10,000 students in 

grades K-12 in its six elementary schools, three middle schools, two high schools, and 

two alternative programs for the 2009-2010 school year.  Maple Ridge Elementary had 
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approximately 540 K-5 students, with 8% LEP and 10% receiving special education 

services.  The majority of the student population was white (72%), with 11% Black, 9% 

Hispanic, 8% Asian, and 1% American Indian students.  Approximately 40% of the 

students qualified for free/reduced lunch benefits.  As of 2009, Maple Ridge Elementary 

was meeting AYP requirements in all student groups. 

 Lilly’s third grade student teaching classroom at Maple Ridge had 3 ELL 

students, and Lilly shared that she drew on the Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol 

(SIOP) model she learned about in her licensure program to help meet the needs of the 

ELL students in her class.  Her class of 24 students included 19 white, 3 Hispanic, and 2 

Black students.  When asked to describe her students, Lilly stated that, “I have learned 

that they're really well behaved, but there's a few of them that get very pouty and want 

you to make adjustments for them.  And I know that I'm a pretty soft-spoken person, and 

I tell them that…But they're really, really well behaved.  But it's kind of like a tough love 

with them, like, you have to stick to your word type of thing.  And a lot of them are 

seeing that that's what I do.  So then they're learning very quickly that when Ms. Smith 

says she's gonna do this, she means it, type of thing” (interview, 5/12/10).  Lilly stated 

that she was hoping to secure a position teaching Kindergarten, first, or second grade, but 

that third grade was ok, too. 

 Reading in the third grade at Maple Ridge was structured around guided reading.  

Grouped at the beginning of the year by Northwest Evaluation Association’s Measures of 

Academic Progress assessment (NWEA MAP) scores, students switched classes to work 

with the guided reading group at their assigned level.  Several teaching assistants also led 
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guided reading groups, leaving Lilly’s class with only one guided reading group for the 

40-minute guided reading block.  Lilly’s guided reading time was split into two sessions: 

guided reading and intervention.  During guided reading time, Lilly focused on reading a 

text together, usually aloud, with discussion and comprehension activities.  Intervention 

focused on reading skills, including identifying author’s purpose, main idea and details, 

and summarizing. 

 First-Year Teacher: Julia.  Julia, 26 years old, was a calm presence in her 3rd 

grade classroom. Julia came to teaching because, “…it was just something I felt I could 

do” (interview, 9/16/09).  She took advantage of her high school’s postsecondary option 

program, taking courses at RU beginning her junior year of high school.  Julia enrolled in 

an introductory course on teaching, and found herself interested in being a teacher.  She 

had always liked young kids, and since she didn’t have any other strong feelings about a 

career path and a sister already in RU’s teacher education program, she decided to major 

in education.  Her college education did not include only RU; Julia chose to attend nearby 

Riverview Community College as a cheaper option to complete her generals, and then 

returned to RU to finish her education major and the teacher licensure program full-time. 

 Julia secured a third grade classroom teacher position at Pleasant View 

Elementary in Bellevue after student teaching in the building.  Bellevue is a third-ring 

suburb of a large metropolitan area, with a rapidly growing diverse population of 

approximately 62,000.  Bellevue School District had approximately 10,000 students in 

grades K-12 in 10 elementary schools, 3 junior highs, 1 high school, and 1 alternative 

program for the 2009-2010 school year. 
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 Pleasant View Public Elementary School had a student population of 

approximately 600 K-6 students, with 31% LEP and 50% qualifying for free/reduced 

lunch benefits.  Approximately 14% of the students received special education services.  

Pleasant View’s student population was 47% white, 24% Black, 18% Hispanic, 7% 

Asian, and 3% American Indian.  Julia said that the high level of students receiving 

free/reduced lunch benefits means less PTO (Parent Teacher Organization) funding, since 

“parents cannot donate as much…We just don’t get the same resources that some other 

affluent schools are going to be getting” (interview, 2/16/10). 

 Pleasant View was in Title I for the 2009-2010 school year, implementing 

supplemental programs, as they did not meet AYP requirements for either their special 

education or their free/reduced lunch student groups in 2009.  Getting students to pass the 

state assessments, Julia said, was the unwritten mission of Pleasant View Elementary 

(interview, 2/16/10).  While Julia enjoyed teaching very much, she said that the overall 

negativity and the rejection of new ideas in her school made it a difficult year, 

particularly in the months leading up to the state assessments.  Julia described working 

with her third grade team as challenging and complicated (interviews, 9/16/09; 2/16/10).   

 The two other third grade teachers were very different in their approaches to 

teaching reading from each other, as well as from Julia.  One teacher with 30 years 

teaching experience, with whom Julia student-taught, was very traditional, teaching 

primarily whole group with the aid of the basal curriculum materials.  The other teacher 

with a little over a decade of teaching experience integrated all of her curriculum around 

science, using guided reading groups formed by interest in text and content.  Julia saw 
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herself as needing to negotiate between the two, who never collaborate and rarely speak 

to each other(interview, 9/16/09).  

 In Julia’s class of 24 students, she had 8 Black students (34%), 7 white students 

(29%), 6 Hispanic students (25%), and 3 Asian students (13%).  Eight of her students 

received ELL services.  When asked to describe her students, Julia stated that, “We've 

really built I think a pretty good community.  They generally work well together…I love 

my kids.  Most of them really do want to do well.  And they want to work hard…I would 

say mostly with these kids, they just don't have background knowledge, so it's hard for 

them to draw off of previous knowledge when they don't necessarily have it.  And I think 

some of the things that surprise me is what they don't know.  Like some of the words that 

they have not heard or that they can't relate anything back to” (interview, 2/16/10). 

 Julia’s reading class periods were structured around independent reading and 

guided reading.  Julia’s 120 minutes of reading was split in three different sessions.  

During the first session Julia met with an average of 4 of her 6 flexibly grouped (each 

visit, the make-up of the guided reading groups had changed) guided reading groups, 

while the other students were independently reading, partner reading, journal writing, or 

completing other literacy-related work.  Before lunch, Julia had a 30-minute block for 

independent reading and individual conferencing.  After lunch, Julia has 40 additional 

minutes for guided reading or whole group activities. This was a change from the 

beginning of the year; in December with the support of her principal, Julia changed the 

format of her reading class from roughly 60 minutes of guided reading and 60 minutes of 
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whole group work to the three periods focusing mostly on guided and independent 

reading.  This change will be discussed further in Chapter 6. 

 First-Year Teacher: Nora.  Nora, a 24 year-old, first-year teacher, found herself 

teaching 4th grade in the school district in which she herself went to school.  Nora came 

from a long line of teachers in the district; her mother taught in a third grade classroom 

down the hall, her father, a retired English teacher from the district high school, 

volunteered in her building, and her grandfather also taught English at the high school.  

Having parents as teachers was a major influence in her decision to pursue teaching, 

though she stated that for a time her parents tried to convince her not to become a teacher.  

When asked why, she replied that it was due to the “changing times that they were seeing 

and the new laws and things that they could and could not do, and how kids are changing 

and how kids are raised” (interview, 9/17/09).  However, she said her parents relented 

once they saw that she was committed to becoming a teacher.  Nora toured thirteen 

colleges before deciding on RU for her undergraduate program, but once she visited RU 

her decision was made.  “The second I walked on the RU campus and just all the new 

buildings and things under construction and how everything was nice and presentable and 

it was something.  I just knew right away that I would love it” (interview, 9/17/09). 

 For her first year of teaching, Nora taught fourth grade at Fitzgerald Elementary, 

one of three K-5 elementary schools in the district.  Lake View Community School 

District also included one 6-8 middle school, one 9-12 high school, and one private 

parochial K-8 school. Lake View, a rural community with a population of approximately 
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8,500, is situated along the Mississippi River, and was founded as a center for trade7.  

Lake View Community Schools district had a student population of approximately 2,500, 

with less than 1% LEP and 42% qualifying for free/reduced lunch. Fitzgerald had 

approximately 590 K-5 students, with 50% of the student population receiving free and 

reduced price lunch benefits.  Of the 575 students, 2% were LEP and 10% received 

Special Education services. The school population was 93% white, 2.4% Hispanic, 2.1% 

Asian, 1.4% Black, and 1% American Indian. Because the school had not met AYP 

requirements several years in succession with their special education students in both 

reading and math, the district was implementing school choice.   

 Fitzgerald’s goals according to the profile available on their website were to 

emphasize reading skills, strengthen its relationship with the community, provide tools 

and support in using technology for educational and personal goals, and to develop 

renewable curriculum reflecting student needs while meeting local and state expectations.  

Nora stated that though she found Fitzgerald a warm school that “hasn’t lost it’s true 

roots in the arts” (interview, 2/10/10), she thought the school mission was “honestly, is to 

pass the standards and to get out of AYP [meaning, meet AYP requirements]…it’s so 

much moved into teach to the test, teach to the standards, make your I Can statements, 

and your goals.  Post your vocabulary words, and tell the kids your goal for the day, your 

objective” (interview, 2/10/10).   

 When I first visited Nora at the start of the school year, she shared that an article 

had just been published in the town newspaper about her starting her teaching position at 

                                                
7 Citations come from the town website.  In order to maintain confidentiality, I have chosen not to provide the link to 
the town website. 
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Fitzgerald.  In the article, Nora stated, “‘I have lots of energy and even more great new 

ideas.  I cannot wait to get started8.’” At the end of the year, Nora said she loved teaching 

at Fitzgerald, and she loved teaching in a small town.  She said that she thought a lot of 

the sense of community she felt at Fitzgerald would be lacking if she were teaching in a 

larger city or school district (informal conversation, 5/10/10).  

 Nora had been hired for the 2009-2010 school year (her first-year of teaching and 

the year I observed her) for an additional section of 4th grade at Fitzgerald, as the 

numbers in that grade were higher than others.  However, due to declining enrollment, 

her position has been cut for the 2010-2011 school year.  Nora was uncertain how this 

decision would affect her employment, but the principal assured her of a position for the 

2010-2011 school year, letting go a second-year and a third-year teacher instead 

(informal conversation, 5/10/10). Nora excitedly sent me an email in mid-April to share 

the news that her contract was being renewed for the following school year.  She said that 

this had made the last month tense, as there were teachers with more experience that had 

been let go in lieu of her (email, 4/26/10). In late May, Nora emailed me to tell me she 

would be teaching second grade in 2010-2011 (email, 5/25/10). 

 Nora worked on a team of five fourth grade teachers, and with the exception of 

one teacher with more than 20 years experience, the other teachers were relatively new to 

teaching with three years or less experience.  Nora did not do much planning with the 

other fourth grade teachers (interview, 2/10/10).  Nora’s classroom had 17 students, with 

16 white students and 1 Hispanic student receiving ELL services.  She described them as 

a “really great class.  They’ve been really hard workers” (interview, 9/17/09).  Nora said 
                                                
8 In order to maintain confidentiality, I have chosen not to provide the name or citation information for the newspaper. 
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that her students, “don’t have the best social skills, and they have different needs than a 

normal class would” (interview, 9/17/09). 

 Nora’s focused much of her reading class around vocabulary and spelling.  

Increasing her student’s vocabulary was the primary goal Nora named at the beginning of 

the year (interview, 9/17/09).  In fact, when asked what her she hoped her students would 

say at the end of the year about what they remember from reading class, she replied, “I 

would hope that they would say that ‘I remember all of my vocab words.  I remember 

going through all my vocab words and all the spelling and vocab practice that I’ve done’” 

(interview, 9/17/09). She also wanted her students to remember her read alouds, and that 

at the end of the year, “that they would love reading just as much as I do” (interview, 

9/17/09). In addition to vocabulary practice and spelling, I observed partner-reading of a 

selection, whole group round-robin reading of a selection, listening to a selection on cd, 

and a focus on reading skills including compare and contrast, and cause and effect.  Nora 

also read aloud every day after lunch, which did not occur during language arts time. 

 First-Year Teacher: Rebecca. As a 26 year-old, first-year, 6th grade teacher, 

Rebecca said that ever since middle school she knew she wanted to be a teacher 

(interview, 9/18/09).  She enjoyed teaching sixth grade as opposed to the younger grades.  

She said, “I'm a little harsher in my tone and my expectations.  And when I went and did 

my middle school practicum, I absolutely loved it…You know they understand sarcasm 

and they, you can joke with them, and yeah, it's, so I found out that I enjoy older kids.  So 

this sixth grade is a good fit” (interview, 9/18/09). 
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 Rebecca grew up in New Springs, a fast-growing city with a population of 

approximately 67,000, where Rebecca spent her first year of teaching.  Rebecca chose to 

attend RU for her undergraduate work, and to continue there for her initial teaching 

licensure program.  Rebecca chose RU even though there was a university in New 

Springs.  She did not research the education program, but chose RU because, “it was 

farther from home, but not too far, I wanted the experience of a big city” (interview 

9/18/09).    

 Rebecca spent her first year of teaching in a sixth grade position at Long Grove 

Public Elementary School in New Springs.  New Springs Public School District had a 

population of approximately 9,500 students for the 2009-2010 school year attending 8 

elementary schools, 2 middle schools, 2 high schools, and 3 alternative programs.  Long 

Grove Elementary had a student population of approximately 1000 K-6 students, with 9% 

LEP, 13% special education, and 30% of students qualifying for free/reduced lunch.  The 

student population at Long Grove was primarily white (82%), with 10% Black, 2% 

Hispanic, and 4% Asian students.  Long Grove did not meet AYP requirements in 2009 

for the Black student group. 

 Language arts classes at Long Grove were ability-grouped according to students’ 

Northwest Evaluation Association’s Measures of Academic Progress assessment (NWEA 

MAP) and state assessment reading scores.  Rebecca’s language arts class was the 

average sixth grade language arts class. She described her students as, “Talkative.  

Talkative.  And off-task a lot.  They like to blurt a lot and tell stories.  You know, they're 

a hard group to manage.  And in, you know, I think a lot of it is because they're girls, you 
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know.  And then you tell them to be quiet or you call them out on it, then they're just 

pouting crab-face all the rest of the day…But they're a pretty average group.  They 

understand a lot of the concepts.  I don't have to hold their hands for a lot of things.  They 

can do 6th grade work.  You know, a lot of times when I tell them to get to writing or to 

do this or do that, they for the most part, stay on task, get their job done.  But sometimes 

we have a hard initial transition to sit down and get your work out.  No, you can't tell me 

the story right now, we need to correct.  They're a good group” (interview, 2/11/10).   

 Rebecca’s language arts class structure changed significantly throughout the 

2009-2010 school year.  At the beginning of the school year, Rebecca and her students 

spent a significant amount of her language arts class period (on average, 45 minutes for 

observations 1-5) working on or correcting grammar, spelling, and vocabulary 

workbooks.  The remaining hour was spent in whole class reading of selections from the 

anthology, or more often in literature circles. For my 7th – 9th observations of her class, 

Rebecca had changed the format of language arts, following The Daily Five (Boushey & 

Moser, 2006) structure.  After a mini-lesson or read aloud, students self-selected reading 

goals (comprehension, fluency, accuracy, or vocabulary) and reading or writing activities 

(read-to-self, read-to-someone, listen to reading, word work, writing).  Rebecca’s reasons 

for the change will be discussed further in Chapter 6. 

 Due to budget constraints, Rebecca’s position was cut at the end of the 2009-2010 

school year. Rebecca said she had been told there may be the possibility of returning to 

Long Grove, but still wasn’t sure if that would happen (informal conversation, 5/13/10).  

By late summer 2010, Rebecca had not secured a position for the 2010-2011 school year.  
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 Third-Year Teacher: Scott.  Scott, age 30, was a thoughtful, intellectually curious, 

third-year teacher.  Scott taught 4th grade at Brookview Public Elementary School for the 

2009-2010 school year.  Brookview was located in the Prairie Valley School District, the 

same school district where Lilly completed her student teaching.  Though in his third 

year, Scott had moved grade levels, and was teaching fourth grade for the first time for 

the 2009-2010 school year, the year of my observations.  Scott had been teaching fifth 

grade for his first two years of teaching, and was looking forward to moving back to fifth 

grade for the 2010-2011 school year. 

 Scott attended a small, liberal arts college for his undergraduate work, majoring in 

history.  During his senior year in college, he started to think about possible career paths, 

and as he had enjoyable experiences teaching summer programs for children, decided he 

might be interested in teaching.  Scott joined Americorps after college, and spent two 

years assisting with small groups and the after school program at an elementary school in 

the Springfield School District. It was during this experience year that Scott decided to 

become a teacher.  After completing his time with Americorps, Scott applied for and was 

awarded a Fulbright scholarship to spend a year as an English language assistant in 

Germany.  He decided to take the opportunity to live abroad before becoming a teacher 

and upon returning, applied to RU’s teacher licensure program.  Scott decided to attend 

RU because he grew up near the campus, and because he wanted to have a large 

university experience for his graduate work, as opposed to his undergraduate degree at a 

small liberal arts college.  Additionally, Scott said, “[RU] has a good reputation” 

(interview, 9/24/09). 
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 Brookview Elementary had approximately 500 students in grades K-5, with 5% 

LEP, 16% special education, and 37% free/reduced lunch.  Brookview met AYP 

requirements for all student groups in 2009, though Scott anticipated that the school 

might not be able to continue meeting the requirements.  He stated, “We are probably not 

going to meet AYP this year…but it’s looking like since we made it, the bar got raised 

and the chances that we’re going to make that new bar, which is pretty high, aren’t great” 

(interview, 2/24/10).  Scott worked with three other fourth grade teachers, including one 

3rd/4th grade split.  Scott said he had really enjoyed working at Brookview.  He stated, 

“My experience with them has been very positive.  Very positive.  I've liked working 

with everybody I've worked with.  I think by now I could tell you people on the staff who 

I would prefer to work with and those I would prefer not to work with, but I could work 

with anybody.  It's a good population of kids to work with.  There's some diversity.  

There's a pretty high value on education in I'd say most homes.  I don't feel like I devote 

all of my day to management or behavior.  And I feel pretty well supported by the 

principal.  Yeah.  So it's a great, it's a great school” (interview, 2/24/10). 

 In the fourth grade at Brookview, students were ability-grouped for language arts, 

and his class, the average readers, had 16 students.  Of his students, 14 were white, 1 was 

African American, and one was Japanese American.  Scott described his students as “for 

the most part, are a really pleasant group.  I have a very nice sort of, most of the time, 

interested class…My groups are the low-average groups I have.  So my reading and math 

groups are the low-average kids.  Other people have high performing [students] and we 

have the interventionist for the very low kids, so I basically have what's left.  Which I 
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don't mind.  It's a good group of kids to work with.  And for low-average, they're pretty 

average.  They're low-average in terms of, in comparison with students above them in 

testing, in that kind of thing” (interview, 2/24/10). 

 Scott had recently finished his Master’s degree at RU, with his final project on 

writer’s workshop.  He was excited to employ writer’s workshop for the first time during 

the 2009-2010 school year on Tuesdays and Thursdays during his language arts class.  

Reading was addressed on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays.  Every day, language arts 

class began with 20-25 minutes of silent reading of students’ self-selected books.  During 

this time, Scott wrote the schedule on the whiteboard, organized for activities for the 

class period, and most often, read himself.  During my observations of reading, Scott 

focused on small group work when introducing or guiding work in the reading skills 

associated with the selection in the basal.  I observed students listening to a basal 

selection on cd during my 3rd and 6th visits, and independently read a selection during my 

7th visit.  Much of language arts time was spent on individual or group work around 

concepts in the practice books, including nouns, pronouns, root words, antonyms, or 

reading skills, including categorizing information and finding main idea and detail. 

 Fourth-Year Teacher: Molly.  Molly was a 29 year old, fourth-year, 3rd grade 

teacher at Faith Christian School.  Molly joined the study in early November; after 

finishing coaching the soccer season for Faith Christian, Molly contacted me to see if I 

still needed participants.  We quickly set up our initial meeting to discuss the study and 

for me to meet with the principal to gain permission, and I completed my first 

observation with Molly’s third grade class in mid-November.    
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 Molly said she, “always knew I wanted to be a teacher…teaching was really it” 

(interview, 11/19/09).  She attended RU for her undergraduate work, and went directly 

into the initial licensure program.  She chose RU because her brother had also attended, it 

was fairly close to home, and the university had a strong education program (interview, 

11/19/09).  Molly had an intense interest in science, her middle school license 

specialization, and was the adviser of one of the schools’ Destination ImagiNation teams; 

at my last visit to Molly’s class, the students were excitedly awaiting the hatching of the 

chicks they were incubating.  Molly had recently completed the requirements for her 

Master’s degree at RU; her final project had been in designing a science unit on space. 

 Faith Christian School was a PK-12, private, parochial school located in Pine 

Bluffs, an outer-ring suburb of a large metropolitan area.  According to the school 

website, Faith Christian was affiliated with the Association Free Lutheran Congregations 

association, a strong Bible based, evangelical church association.  Approximately 450 

students attended Faith Christian, and though I was unable to secure demographic data 

for the school, Molly stated her class included 16 students who were all white.  The 

school did not provide ELL or special education services, so with few exceptions, there 

were no LEP students or students qualifying for special education services in the school.  

As a private school, students at Faith Christian did not have to take the state assessments, 

so I did not have access to school-wide assessment data. 

 Molly spent her first year at Faith Christian School teaching Kindergarten, and 

was able to transfer to a third grade classroom after her first year, where she had stayed. 

When describing Faith Christian School, Molly said, “It’s been great.  I think for me, the 
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kids are, are great.  They’re respectful, and I think it's the parents are just fabulous.  If 

I've got a problem with one of their children, I can just call and they'll say I'll talk to 

them, I'll work with them on that and it's like, oh, ok.  Problem-solved, you know?  It's 

like they want that.  So that's been just been really cool.  I would say this year especially 

since we had an administration, we had a new principal, and I've just, I've loved it.  Not 

that I didn't in year’s past, it was just a little bit more difficult to be creative or think out 

of the box to think of different ways to put things in the classroom.  So I mean this year I 

just feel like it's just kind of opened up a few more options that I don't feel like I'm like 

oh, is this going to be ok?  So that in terms of that, I mean I've just, the community here 

is really great.  The teachers are really supportive.  Parents are supportive” (interview, 

3/10/10).  Molly also shared that, “This class in particular, they are very chatty.  Chatty.  I 

mean they are chatty.  They call themselves ‘The Unhushables.’  It’s really cute” 

(interview, 3/10/10).  

 Molly remembered a lot about her education, particularly in the area of reading.  

She was profoundly influenced by her third grade teacher’s push to read chapter books – 

not in a positive way.  She recalled,  

Anyway, so second grade I remember I absolutely loved reading.  Our school 

actually had a t-shirt program, where if you read ten books and your parent signed 

it, we would get a certificate that we had read ten books, and we would also make 

t-shirts at our school that was like I Love to Read, and we would get a stack of ten 

books that we could iron on. 

CATHERINE:  Oh, cool. 
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MG:  So I remember, I just, my whole t-shirt was filled, and I think I had read 200 

books.  'Cause I remember we would get a certificate for every fifty.  And I loved 

reading.  And then I do remember once third grade came, my teacher said that we 

needed to read chapter books, and I stopped reading, 'cause I was really scared to 

read chapter books. 

CATHERINE:  Do you remember what it was about chapter books? 

MG:  I think it was because I loved the Berenstain Bear books, and I felt like she 

said I couldn't read them any more.  And that was just very heart-breaking.  I 

didn't have any connection to chapter books.  I didn't know good chapter books.  I 

just think I didn't think I could do it.  And so I kind of just stopped. (interview, 

11/19/09) 

Throughout the course of my three interviews with Molly, this story of being told she had 

to read chapter books, preventing her from reading her beloved Berenstain Bear series, 

came up over and over.  Above all, Molly did not want this same experience for her 

students, and wanted her students to love reading. “I just really think that they just need 

to learn to love reading.  I think that if you can get kids to love that, then they’re gonna be 

so much better off and they just, that’s kind of it for me.  If you can teach kids to love 

learning and love reading, what more, I mean, they’re gonna be fine” (interview, 

11/19/09). 

 The structure of Molly’s reading class was the same for most of my visits. After a 

teacher read-aloud each day, reading class (or literature class, as it was named in the class 

schedule) began with a summary of the previous day’s chapter, led by Molly.  Molly’s 



 

 92 

class read four novels throughout the school year: Black Beauty (Sewell, 2008), Wind in 

the Willows (Grahame, 2008), Treasure Island (Stevenson, 2002), and Pilgrim’s Progress 

(Sewell, 2008). Often (5/8 observations), Molly would write identified vocabulary words 

on the board, but discussion of the words was saved until the end of the chapter.  Students 

sat at desks in rows, and would each read a paragraph or so, standing up when it was their 

turn to read.  Molly would interject to ask questions, to probe understanding, and 

encourage connections.  At the end of the chapter, students had work to complete in their 

journal: to answer higher-level questions, complete a graphic organizer, write definitions 

of identified vocabulary words, or to make a prediction for the next chapter.  This format 

was disrupted during the reading of Wind in the Willows, for which Molly chose to have 

students work in small groups to read and complete their journals.  This unit will be 

discussed in greater detail in Chapter 6. 

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I restated my research questions and outlined the theoretical 

framework employed for this research study.  I discussed how sociocognitive theory was 

appropriate for the study and how this influenced the study design.  I described the data 

sources, data collection, and analysis strategies in which I engaged for the study.  In 

addition, I described the research participants and research sites, informed by interview 

data. 

 In the following chapter, I continue sharing analysis of each teacher’s reading 

knowledge and beliefs.  Specifically, Chapter 4 describes findings from the standards 
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survey analysis [Appendix B], and teachers’ reflections on the preservice teacher 

preparation program.  Also in Chapter Four, I examine salient concepts from the teacher 

licensure program as reported by teacher participants, and provide findings within and 

across cases related specifically to RU coursework and practicum experiences. 
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Chapter 4 

What Novice Reading Teachers Know:  

Learning from the RU Preparation Program 

 

 The teacher participants in my study knew and could do many things in their 

reading instruction.  The teachers traced back much of their knowledge about reading and 

their current teaching practices to their preparation at RU.  To be clear, this chapter (and 

the larger study) was not meant to be a program evaluation of RU’s preparation 

coursework and experiences.  Rather, the primary focus of this chapter is to share the 

salient concepts teachers report taking away from their preparation, and to provide any 

similarities in how these teachers talk about their preparation program.  Because the 

preparation program was a constant factor for these participants, it was important to see if 

there were indeed common themes across all these participants prepared at the same 

institution. In this chapter, I will provide my analyses and the themes I generated with 

supporting evidence, organized in the following manner: (a) survey results of teachers’ 

self-assessments of knowledge of reading instruction, (b) interview excerpts related 

specifically to RU coursework and corresponding practicum, (c) within and across case 

teacher learning and experiences.  At the end of the chapter, I share assertions from 

across the survey and interview data sources. 

 

What Teachers Know: Self-Assessment of Knowledge via Survey Data 

 In this section, I describe how teachers rated their level of knowledge of these 
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standards – using a 1 to 5 rating system – for effective practice on the self- assessment 

survey based on the 2008 Board of Teaching Standards of Effective Practice: Elementary 

Education [see Appendix B].  The survey contains statements from the state’s standards 

of knowledge, practice, and dispositions for preservice teachers in the area of reading, 

and are used to design preservice courses and experiences in higher education institutions 

and form the content of a required test that prospective teachers must pass to be 

recommended for their teaching license.  

 I focus most specifically on the standards of not just knowledge, but standards 

requiring both knowledge and application in strands D, E, and F (See Table 4.1 for 

descriptions of the strand standards.).  Strand D relates to: knowledge of and ability to 

use a wide range of instructional practices, approaches, methods, and curriculum 

materials to support reading instruction; Strand E: knowledge of and ability to use a 

variety of assessment tools and practices to plan and evaluate effective reading 

instruction; and Strand F: the ability to create a literate and motivating environment that 

fosters reading by integrating foundational knowledge, use of instructional practices, 

approaches and methods, curriculum materials, and the appropriate use of assessments.   

While Strand C: knowledge of the foundations of reading processes, development, and 

instruction, is important, it is more difficult to draw connections between this knowledge 

and classroom practice, which I will do at the end of this chapter.  I also discuss how 

participants acknowledge learning each standard, and which standards they determined to 

be important to their teaching.   
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Table 4.1: Standards of Effective Practice: Elementary Education  

 Standard of Effective Practice 

Strand C 
A teacher of children in kindergarten through grade 6 must have knowledge 
of the foundations of reading processes, development, and instruction. 
 

Strand D 
A teacher of children in kindergarten through grade 6 must have knowledge 
of and ability to use a wide range of instructional practices, approaches, 
methods, and curriculum materials to support reading instruction. 
 

Strand E 
A teacher of children in kindergarten through grade 6 must have 
knowledge of and ability to use a variety of assessment tools and practices 
to plan and evaluate effective reading instruction. 
 

Strand F 

A teacher of children in kindergarten through grade 6 must have the 
ability to create a literate and motivating environment that fosters reading 
by integrating foundational knowledge, use of instructional practices, 
approaches and methods, curriculum materials, and the appropriate use of 
assessments. 
 

 

If applicable, I share if teachers wanted to learn more about each standard.  In the final 

section of this chapter, I return to the self-assessment of knowledge survey and discuss 

the common standards that I observed in practice across teachers.  

 Analysis of the surveys of the seven participants revealed that novice teachers 

learned many literacy-related concepts in their preparation program at RU.  In addition, 

novice teachers were able to apply those concepts in their teaching.  And though concepts 

were learned in multiple ways through coursework and practica experiences, gaps 

remained in their knowledge.  Finally, results indicate that as teachers gained experience, 

they seemed better able to discriminate the importance of concepts at various grade 

levels. 
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Preservice Teachers 

 Knowledge/Application of Standards.  Anna, 5th grade student-teacher, rated her 

current level of knowledge and application of most standards in strands D, E, and F (31 

out of 33 responses or 31/33) as know about, working on incorporating (See Table 4.2 for 

frequency data of knowledge/application ratings across participants.).  The remaining two 

standards, Anna rated as don’t know about.  These were standards related to vocabulary 

instruction: standard D2b: teaching vocabulary using a range of instructional activities to 

extend students’ understanding of words; and E1e: formal and informal tools to assess 

students’ vocabulary knowledge in relation to specific reading needs and texts.  

Vocabulary instruction was an area in which Anna thought she lacked knowledge. 

 

Table 4.2: Frequency Data: Ratings of Current Knowledge/Application, Strands D, E, F 

 
 

 
Don’t know 

about: 
 
 

 
Know about; 
don’t teach: 

 
Know about; 
working on 

incorporating: 

 
Know about; 
teach every / 
most days: 

 
Know about; 
could teach 

others about: 

Anna 2 - 31 - - 
Lilly - - 11 22 - 
Julia 1 1 6 25 - 
Nora - - 5 23 5 
Rebecca 1 4 11 15 2 
Scott - 7 - 26 - 
Molly 1 6 3 12 11 
 

 Lilly, 3rd grade student-teacher, rated her level of knowledge and application on 

most standards (22/33) as one step higher than Anna, know about, teach most/every day.  

Lilly did not mark any of the standards in strands D, E, or F as don’t know about or know 
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about, don’t teach, and rated the remaining 11/33 standards as know about, working on 

incorporating. 

 How standards were learned.  Anna noted learning the standards in multiple ways 

during her preservice preparation program (See table 4.3 for frequency data for how 

standards were learned across all participants.).  With the exception of the vocabulary 

standards, which she rated as 1 (briefly discussed in readings/class), Anna circled options 

2 (discussed thoroughly in readings/class) and 3 (observed in practicum) for most of the 

remaining (27/33) standards in strands D, E, and F.  In addition, Anna rated several 

standards (12/33) as learned through an assignment.  In addition to a 2 and 3 rating, Anna 

rated a few standards (4/33) as learned through discussion with practicum teacher or 

supervisor.  In contrast, Lilly rated most standards in strands D, E, and F, as learned by a 

rating of 3 (12/33) and 4 (15/33).  Exceptions include Lilly’s rating of D1d and D4 as 5, 

learned through assignments, and assessment standards E1e, E2a, E2b, E2c, and E6 as 2, 

learned through discussion/readings in her coursework.  These ratings suggest that 

practicum experiences provided both Anna and Lilly opportunities for significant 

learning.  Neither Anna nor Lilly marked that they wanted to learn more about any of the 

standards. 

 The Importance of Each Standard to Teaching. For Anna and Lilly, there was 

limited variation in ratings of level of importance across the standards (See Table 4.4 for 

frequency data indicating how standards were learned across all participants.).  Anna 

rated almost everything (32/33) a 5, with the sole exception being a 4 for standard D2b: 
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teaching vocabulary using a range of instructional activities to extend students’ 

understanding of words. This is also a standard that Anna rated as don’t know about. 

 
Table 4.3: Frequency Data: Indications of How Standards Were Learned, Strands D, E, 
F 
 
 

 
Indicate how you learned each standard in your  

RU preservice program* 
 

 
 

0 –  
did not 
learn 

1 – 
briefly 

mentioned 
in readings/ 

class 

2 – 
discussed 

thoroughly 
in readings/ 

class 

3 – 
observed in 
practicum 

4 – 
discussed 

with 
practicum 
teacher or 
supervisor 

5 –  
completed an 
assignment 

related to the 
standard 

Anna - 2 31 24 3 9 
Lilly - - 6 13 13 2 
Julia 1 16 16 10 13 7 
Nora - 25 8 22 11 2 
Rebecca - 1 4 4 11 14 
Scott - - 33 33 33 29 
Molly 1 - 5 8 16 10 
* Participants could mark more than one option for each standard 

 

Lilly did not think knowledge/application of these standards was as essential as Anna, 

and determined most standards to be at a level 3 (14/33) or 4 (16/33) of importance.  For 

the most part, Lilly’s ratings of standards as a level 3 importance corresponded with her 

knowledge/application ratings of know about, working on incorporating, and level 4 

importance corresponded with know about, teach most/every day.   
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Table 4.4: Frequency Data: Ratings of Importance for Grade Level, Strands D, E, F 

 

 
Rate how important this is for instruction in your grade level 

  
 0 – not at 

all 
important 

1 2 3 4 5 –  
essential 

Anna - - - - 1 32 
Lilly - - 3 14 16 - 
Julia* - - - 4 4 24 
Nora - - 1 - 2 30 
Rebecca - 4 - 8 8 13 
Scott - 3 1 2 11 16 
Molly 4 3 1 6 8 11 
* Julia did not mark an answer for standard E1c (assessment of the alphabetic principle) 
and such, her responses add up to 32. 
 
 Interestingly, the standards requiring knowledge and application of broader 

literacy frameworks and standards focused on one’s ability to work with other staff were 

the exceptions for Lilly’s ratings, and she rated these standards as a 2. The three 

standards Lilly rated as a 2 included D5: development of a literacy framework to 

coherently organize reading programs and effectively implement lessons, including a 

variety of grouping strategies, guided practice and independent work; E3: the ability to 

work with reading specialists, gifted and talented specialists, and other staff on advanced 

intervention and enrichment programs; and F4: the ability to create and maintain a 

motivating classroom and school environment and teacher and student interactions that 

promote ongoing student engagement and literacy for all students.  As a student teacher, 

her ratings of D5 and E3 could reflect the fact that Lilly was not required to attend to 

these broader frameworks and work with staff. 
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 Findings Across Preservice Teachers.  The ratings of reading teacher standards 

indicate that while Anna and Lilly felt confident about their level of knowledge of many 

or most standards, they did not or were unable to discriminate which standards were 

actually developmentally appropriate for grade 3 (in Lilly’s case) and grade 5 (for Anna).  

Though some students struggling with reading may lack some level of phonemic 

awareness in upper elementary school, it is unlikely that reading at these grade levels 

would include phonemic awareness instruction, outside of an intervention program for 

students struggling with reading (Cunningham, 2007; National Institute of Child Health 

and Human Development, 2000).  The ability to talk about developmental levels of 

students with respect to the various reading teacher standards will be examined with all of 

the teachers at varying points in their careers at the end of this section of the chapter. 

First-Year Teachers 

 Knowledge/Application of Standards.  All three first-year teachers rated many or 

most standards as know about, teach most/every day.  For strands D, E, and F, 3rd grade 

teacher Julia rated 25/33, 4th grade teacher Nora rated 23/33, and 6th grade teacher 

Rebecca rated 15/33 as know about, teach most/every day.  However, unlike preservice 

teachers Anna and Lilly’s knowledge/application ratings, first-year teachers also made 

use of the column know about, don’t teach. Rebecca, in particular, marked this column 

for several (4/33) standards.  Nora, on the other hand, did not rate any standards as know 

about, don’t teach; rather, she rated several (5/33) standards as know about, could teach 

others about.  Julia and Rebecca each rated one standard as don’t know about.  For Julia, 

this standard was related to the assessment of students’ understand of concepts about 
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print and the alphabetic principle, and for Rebecca, this standard relate to working with 

reading specialists, gifted and talented specialists, and other staff on advanced 

intervention and enrichment programs. 

 How Standards were Learned.  Both Julia and Nora rated most standards as 

learned by 1 – briefly mentioned in readings/class; Julia rated 19/33 and Nora rated 22/33 

as a 1.  However, for both Julia and Nora, close to half the standards were learned in 

readings/class and through observation or discussion with practicum teachers/supervisors.  

For Julia, this included 15/33 standards and for Nora, this included 23/33 standards.  Both 

Nora (5/33) and Julia (9/33) rated several standards 2 (thoroughly discussed in 

readings/class), 3 (observed in practicum), 4 (discussed with practicum teacher or 

supervisor), and 5 (completed an assignment). 

 Rebecca’s survey did not reflect learning in multiple ways in the same way as 

Julia and Nora’s surveys.  For Rebecca, most of her learning came through completion of 

an assignment (14/33) and discussion with practicum teacher/supervisor (11/33).  

Interestingly, Rebecca only rated four standards as learned in readings/class [E1j: formal 

and informal assessment tools to assess students’ oral and written language to determine 

their understanding and use of English language structures and conventions (rated 2); F3: 

the ability to work with reading specialists, gifted and talented specialists, and other staff 

on advanced intervention and enrichment programs (1) – which is an unusual standard to 

mark as having learned in her initial preparation coursework and readings; F2: the ability 

to support students and colleagues in the selection of design of materials that match 

students’ reading levels, interests, cultural and linguistic backgrounds (2); and F5: the 
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ability to foster independence and self-efficacy in readers (2)].   In a later section of this 

chapter, I will discuss that Rebecca was the least positive about the experience she had 

gained through RU’s licensure program.  However, in Chapter 6, I will share that despite 

limited preparation for sixth grade and frustrating constraints on her teaching, she was 

able to reflect on, adapt, and implement reading instruction closer to her vision of ideal 

practice. 

 At the top of Julia’s standards survey, she wrote, “I am interested in learning 

ANYTHING I can about any reading topics,” checked off that she wanted to know more 

about every standard, and wrote that she planned to go back to RU to work on an 

additional K-12 reading license in the near future.  Neither Nora nor Rebecca checked 

that they wanted to know more about the standards. 

 The Importance of Each Standard to Teaching.  First-year teachers Julia (24/32), 

Nora (30/33), and Rebecca (13/33) rated most standards an importance rating of 5.  Julia 

rated emergent literacy standards as 3 or 4s, as well as standards related to literature 

analysis and analysis of text structure in academic text.  Nora rated two of the assessment 

standards (E1a and E1b) as 4s, and standard E1j as a 2.  Rebecca showed the most 

differentiation in her ratings of importance, rating knowledge/application and assessment 

standards related to emergent literacy as 1 or 3, and most assessment standards (strand E) 

as 4s.  

 Findings Across First-Year Teachers.  With the first-year teachers’ self-

assessments, several departures from the preservice teachers’ self-assessments can be 

noted.  Primarily, first-year teachers showed greater ability to discriminate what was 
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important for their grade level.  The knowledge/application ratings of the first-year 

teachers showed use of the know about, don’t teach column, which was not utilized by 

either Anna or Lilly.  Additionally, the first-year teachers’ ratings of importance also 

begin to show a greater ability to discriminate important concepts for their grade levels.  

Compared to the preservice teachers who did not differentiate standards based on the 

grade/ability level of students, the first-year teachers’ ratings of more or less important 

concepts correspond to developmentally appropriate concepts for their grade levels, 

leaving emergent literacy concepts as less important at the grade level.  Julia noted this 

understanding when she wrote “students should know already” within the box for 

standard E1b (knowledge and use of formal and informal tools to assess students’ 

auditory awareness, discrimination of sounds, phonological and phonemic awareness).  

However, she still rated this standard as a 3, possibly acknowledging its importance in the 

reading development process, rather than the importance for her particular grade level.  

Further analysis of Julia’s interviews did not indicate attention to phonemic awareness, 

however, so it is difficult to know why this standard was rated as it was. 

Third-/Fourth-Year Teachers 

 Knowledge/Application of Standards.  Both third-year, 4th grade teacher Scott and 

fourth-year, 3rd grade teacher Molly rated their current knowledge/application of most 

standards as know about, teach most/every day.  For Scott, this included 26/33 standards; 

for Molly, this included 12/33 standards.  Of the remaining standards, Scott rated the 7/33 

remaining standards as know about, don’t teach, which accounted for 6/33 standards for 

Molly as well.  In addition, Molly also rated 11/33 standards (with some crossover from 
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other ratings) as know about, could teach others about, and 3/33 standards as know about, 

working on incorporating. 

 How Standards were Learned.  With only three exceptions, Scott rated each 

standard as learned each standard in strands D, E, and F through 2 (thoroughly discussed 

in readings/class), 3 (observed in practicum), 4 (discussed with practicum teacher or 

supervisor), and 5 (completed an assignment), eliminating a rating of 5 for the remaining 

3 standards (and rating each of those as 2, 3, and 4).  Molly, on the other hand, did not 

note learning as many standards in multiple ways, accounting for only 8/33 standards.  

For Molly, most standards were learned through 4 (10/33) or 5 (7/33).  On the survey, 

both Scott and Molly checked wanting to know more about each standard.  In addition, 

Scott wrote that as his plan to learn about the standards, he was taking an AFT ER&D 

(American Federation of Teachers Educational Research and Dissemination) reading 

course through his district during summer 2010.  Scott discussed the course during our 

final interview as well, hoping to learn more about incorporating formative assessment 

into his reading instruction.  

 The Importance of Each Standard to Teaching.  While most standards received a 

level 5 in importance, with Scott rating 16/33 and Molly rating 11/33 as 5s, both Scott 

and Molly showed more significant variation in their importance ratings than either 

preservice or first-year teachers.  For Scott, 9/33 standards received a rating of 1, 2, or 3, 

and for Molly, 12/33 standards received a 0, 1, 2, or 3.    

 Findings Across Third-/Fourth-Year Teachers. For Scott, the standards were 

either incorporated most days or he did not teach them.  Molly indicated that there were 
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still skills she was working on, but in both cases, Scott and Molly indicated there were 

skills that were not incorporated into their instruction.  Further discrimination of the 

importance with the reading concepts to their reading instruction was also evident in the 

surveys of the third- and fourth-year teachers Scott and Molly.  Of all the participants, 

Scott indicated learning the most standards in multiple ways, rating 30/33 as learned in 

coursework, observations, and discussion with supervisors.  

 

Findings Across Cases and Assertions   

 The standards surveys indicated that the teachers learned many things within their 

preparation at RU.  Of the 33 standards in strands D, E, and F, only one received a “did 

not learn” by two participants.  In all other cases, teachers indicated at least some 

knowledge of and ability to apply each standard.   

 If ratings of know about, teach most/every day reflect confidence in knowledge 

and application, then teachers felt confident in many areas of reading instruction 

knowledge.  Lilly and the first- and third-/fourth-year teachers rated most standards at 

this level of knowledge/application, when not marking know about, don’t teach. Though 

teachers felt confident in their ability to apply the knowledge in these standards, only 

Nora, Rebecca, and Molly marked any standards in strands D, E, and F as know about, 

could teach others about.   

 Assertion #1: Teachers at each point in the transition to teaching learned many 

concepts in multiple ways during their RU experience.  This was most pronounced in the 

preservice teachers, as well as with Julia and Scott, who noted learning most standards in 
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two to four ways within their preparation program.  Though Julia and Scott rated having 

learned each standard in multiple ways, they along with Molly were the three teachers 

who acknowledged wanting to learn more about each standard, and Julia and Scott listed 

a specific plan for engaging in that learning. 

 Assertion #2: Though teachers learned many things, there remained a few gaps in 

their knowledge.  All teacher participants acknowledged gaps in knowledge in at least 

one area, rating something on the survey as don’t know about.  Most of these gaps were 

seen in strand C: knowledge of the foundations of reading processes, development, and 

instruction, rather than strands D, E, and F, which required not only knowledge but 

application of specific methods or practices.  There were several common areas of 

perceptions of gaps in knowledge across all participants.  Interestingly, most teachers 

(Anna, Julia, Scott, and Molly) rated standard C3c: the instructional progression of the 

alphabetic principle9, as don’t know about.  While it could be that this was covered in 

literacy block coursework and texts and the terminology was simply unfamiliar for these 

participants, several teachers rated not having any knowledge of this standard.  And 

though it is unlikely that this lack of knowledge limited their reading instruction, as 

arguably by third grade, students should have mastered the alphabetic principle, 

researchers and teacher educators would argue that all teachers should have the 

knowledge of the entire reading development process.  Lilly rated this standard as know 

about, working on incorporating, and Rebecca rated it as know about, don’t teach.  

                                                
9 The alphabetic principle refers to the conceptual understanding of the systematic relationship between written letters 
and spoken sounds.  From Stahl, S. A. & Murray, B. A. (2006). Defining phonological awareness and its relationship to 
early reading. In K. A. Dougherty Stahl & M. C. McKenna (Eds.) Reading research at work: Foundations of effective 
practice. New York: Guilford. 
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Interestingly, Nora rated this standard (along with many others, as discussed above) as 

know about, could teach others about.  

 In addition to lacking knowledge of the alphabetic principle, most participants 

(Lilly, Julia, Nora, Scott, and Molly) rated don’t know about for standard C4d: how the 

etymology and morphology of words is related to orthographic patterns in English.  This 

was the only standard Nora rated as don’t know about.  Anna rated standard C4d as know 

about, working on incorporating, while Rebecca marked this standard as know about, 

don’t teach.  This particular standard, which being in strand C and thus only asking 

participants for knowledge and not application of the content, would likely come to 

influence word study or strategic spelling development, activities I observed little of 

across participants.  It is difficult to know if the lack of knowledge influenced the lack of 

incorporation of this standard, or vice versa, and analysis of interview data did not glean 

information related to this standard. 

 Assertion #3: Generally, the more experienced teachers (Scott and Molly) were 

better able to discriminate what they teach and how important each standard is in their 

instruction.  As discussed above, Anna and Lilly rated each standard in strands D, E, and 

F roughly the same level of importance, including standards related to phonemic 

awareness and concepts of print, which would not likely be included in instruction in the 

upper elementary grades.  Some differentiation in ratings in the first-year teachers was 

evidenced in the data, with even more significant discrimination of concepts in the ratings 

of third-/fourth-year teachers.   
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What Teachers Know: Learnings from Coursework and Practicum via Interview Data 

 In addition to the self-assessment of knowledge survey, I gathered information 

about teachers’ knowledge through interviews.  Each teacher was interviewed three times 

for 1.5 hours each interview session throughout the school year (September/October 

2009, January/February 2010, May 2010).  Through these interviews I better understood 

what teachers knew about teaching reading, the important structures and content of 

reading instruction, and I sought to understand how they knew these things (See 

Appendix A for a copy of the interview protocols).  In this section, I share what teachers 

reported that they learned in their coursework and practicum experiences.  This section is 

most developed with the preservice teachers, Anna and Lilly, as they were the closest to 

their coursework and practicum. 

Preservice Teachers: Perspectives on the RU Preparation Program 

 At the time of the first interviews with preservice teachers Anna and Lilly, both 

were engaged in the RU Literacy Block courses and corresponding practicum.  Literacy 

Block consisted of courses in methods and applied practice: (1) Applying Instructional 

Methods in the Elementary Classroom, (2) Literature for the Elementary School, (3) 

Reading Instruction in the Elementary Grades, (4) Language Arts Instruction in the 

Elementary Grades, (5) Theory and Practice of Teaching Art in Elementary Schools, (6) 

Working with Linguistically and Culturally Diverse Students in the Mainstream 

Classroom, and teachers are also placed in an elementary classroom during literacy time 

for their corresponding practica. 
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 There were three major assignments for Lilly and Anna in RU’s reading methods 

course: a shared reading lesson plan and teaching assignment, a reading assessment and 

instructional recommendations plan, and a series of five lessons centered on a reading 

comprehension strategy10 (in the language arts class, there were two key assignments: a 

writing assessment and follow-up instructional plan, and a literature selection and 

evaluation of texts assignment). For the three reading assignments, students were 

required to complete some aspect of the lesson plan with students and reflect on the 

experience.   

 For example, the shared reading lesson plan required preservice teachers to select 

a text appropriate for students in kindergarten-second grade, develop a shared reading 

lesson plan, teach the lesson to students, and reflect on the lesson.  The reading 

assessment assignment required preservice teachers to assess the reading and writing of a 

student in grades 2-6, completing an initial interview about the students’ reading habits, a 

graded word list assessment, an informal reading inventory11, and a spelling inventory 

from Words Their Way (Bear et al., 2007).  The comprehension strategy assignment 

required preservice teachers to select a comprehension strategy appropriate for grades 3-

6, create a series of 3-5 lessons designed to introduce and explicitly teach the strategy, 

provide guided practice and independent practice of students’ use of the strategy, and 

assess students’ understanding and use of the strategy.  Preservice teachers were to teach 

                                                
10 The reading assessment assignment and the comprehension strategy assignment were consistent for all participants.  
These assignments were developed as a part of the Minnesota Reads grant and are discussed in detail in: Vagle, M. D., 
Dillon, D. R., Davison-Jenkins, J., LaDuca, B., Olson, V. (2006). Redesigning literacy preservice education at four 
institutions: A three-year collaborative project. In J. V. Hoffman, D. L. Shallert, C. M. Fairbanks, J. Worthy, & B. 
Maloch (Eds.), 55th Yearbook of the National reading Conference (pp. 324-240). Oak Creek, WI: National Reading 
Conference. 
11 Preservice teachers were to complete an IRI such as the Developmental Reading Assessment, Qualitative Reading 
Inventory, or the reading inventory used at the school in which they are placed for practicum or student teaching. 



 

 111 

a lesson from this series and reflect on the lesson. The course instructor was also the 

supervisor for Lilly and Anna’s literacy block placement (and the situation was the same 

for Julia, Rebecca, and Scott as well), and was able to provide specific feedback on the 

lesson and teaching.  As we see from Anna and Lilly’s responses about the ideal reading 

program, these assignments seemed valuable to them and their learning.   

 Preservice Teacher: Anna.  Though she learned a great deal about teaching as a 

substitute teacher, particularly during a long-term substitute 4th grade teaching position in 

spring 2009 – prior to her literacy coursework – Anna stated, “I just wish I would have 

known all this literacy block stuff before I did that 4th grade long term sub, ‘cause I 

would have been way better” (interview, 11/3/09).  Anna’s discussion during our first 

interview exemplified the power of connected coursework and practicum.  When I asked 

Anna during this first interview what she thought she was well prepared for through her 

coursework at RU, she stated:  

I feel like I’ve really learned about emergent readers.  And these strategies that I 

kept hearing about, you know, currently we’re working on comprehension 

strategies, and I had heard about them last year when I was in fourth grade [long 

term substitute teacher], and I even attempted to teach them.  But now when you 

see it in action [during my teacher preparation coursework] I guess it has become 

more clear.  But the emergent readers and learning how kids learn how to read has 

really been fascinating to me and I really liked how we’ve learned about that. 

(interview, 11/3/09) 
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Anna indicates that she feels prepared in the area of emergent literacy, a strength in the 

RU preparation program that was shared by most of the participants.  As well, Anna 

signified learning about comprehension strategies at RU, building on the experiences she 

brought to the program as a substitute teacher.  

 Anna then discussed how she put some of her coursework into practice in her 

literacy practicum placement with first graders. The connection between her coursework 

and the opportunity to practice in a classroom with students helped Anna solidify some of 

her learning from RU.  When I asked Anna about what she felt would be most helpful in 

her coursework, she replied: 

Knowing how kids can, the mistakes that they often make, and the stages that 

they’re in, in terms of their reading, and how to keep, how we can keep pushing 

them to get better with gentle nudges.  I’ve tried some of those strategies with 

some of the kids that I work with, and it’s kind of amazing when I, instead of 

telling them the word, and I just help them figure it out.  And they figure it out.  

I’m like, ‘Why haven’t I been doing this the whole time?’ It’s so instinctual to just 

tell them, but showing them how to figure it out has been really, that is gonna 

stick with me I’m sure. (interview, 11/3/09) 

The focus on comprehension strategies throughout Anna’s responses during our first 

interview suggests a focus on strategies throughout her coursework and that Anna knows 

these to be important for teaching reading.  Her experience in the classroom as a 

substitute gave her a schema, which perhaps made the learning about strategies more 

powerful for her.   
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 When I asked what concerns she had about teaching reading in the future, she 

shared that she was concerned about knowing how to teach these important strategies:  

I’m sure I have lots of concerns.  Maybe knowing how to choose the right texts to 

teach things.  And knowing how to describe various strategies in various ways 

instead of just the way I know it.  I think sometimes that I’m afraid that I will just 

get stuck in one way of thinking which is my own thinking, and not being able to 

think about reading from a different reader’s perspective. (interview, 11/3/09) 

Anna’s comments indicate that though she understood the importance of comprehension 

strategies in reading, her knowledge of the complexity of strategy instruction in the 

classroom remained incomplete.  Anna recognized she had some knowledge of the 

strategies, but she was not certain of her ability to adapt her instruction for varied student 

needs. 

Anna also described her learning from one of the literacy block assignments.  The 

assignment was designed to help preservice teachers learn to assess a student’s reading 

and determine an instructional plan based on the data from several different reading and 

writing assessments.  

Anna: I thought that the spelling inventory12 was really helpful.  That was actually 

kind of amazing, I thought. 

Catherine: What was amazing about it? 

Anna: Just seeing when you fill out that form that she [the literacy block 

professor] showed us, and the stages of spelling development, and I didn’t even 

                                                
12 From: Bear, D. R., Invernizzi, M., Templeton, S., & Johnston, F. (2009). Words their way: Word study 
for phonics, vocabulary, and spelling instruction (4th Ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson. 
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know that existed.  It’s really cool.  I did a kindergartener, and she was like 

amazing.  She’s only been in school for two months, and she has all beginning 

and ending consonants, and part of the short vowel sounds.  And I was like, ‘This 

kid is a genius.’ (interview, 11/3/09) 

Again, we see the power in the connection between Anna’s learning in coursework – 

particularly with an assignment designed to reveal the connections between assessment 

and instruction – coupled with the opportunity to practice in the classroom.  Anna’s 

fourth grade long-term ELL sub position also provided powerful learning that linked to 

her coursework.  She stated, “I’ll read something from Routman13 and then as I’m 

reading it, I’m like, ‘Oh my god! That’s what they were doing in Colonial Heights!  It’s 

exactly what they’re doing!’  They do everything that Routman suggests to do, which I 

find amazing” (interview 11/3/09).  Anna’s comment suggests that seeing theory in 

action lends credibility to the learning in her coursework.   

 I asked Anna what she had learned in literacy block that was essential for students 

to learn about reading.  Anna replied, “I think that what I’ve learned and what I want to 

bring into my classroom is that they [students] really need time to practice.  And really, 

the only way to get to be a better reader is by reading…and then having conferences with 

the students to, you know, figure out where they’re at and what needs to happen is a 

really powerful way, I think, to be teaching” (interview, 11/3/09).  In this statement, 

Anna shared that she thought providing time for students to read, to practice what they’re 

learning, and the importance of determining the instructional needs of students was 

                                                
13 Routman, R. (2003). Reading essentials: The specifics you need to know to teach reading well. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann; text used in 2008-2009 and 2009-2010 literacy block courses. 
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particularly important.  This knowledge, and her inability to create this instructional 

model, provided frustration for Anna in her student teaching placement, which will be 

discussed at length in Chapter 6. 

 Anna’s focus on the value of K-6 students’ need to practice reading continued 

through her second and third interviews throughout the school year.  When I asked her 

about important aspects of reading instruction in fifth grade, she replied, “I think they 

really do need to learn some skills.  Some comprehension skills and some vocabulary 

skills and figuring out words they don’t know.  Picking books that are right for 

them…and practice.  I think they just need a lot of practice” (interview, 4/16/10).  In her 

final interview, Anna continued to think practice was important, and showed attention to 

engagement. “I think fifth grade reading should be a lot of practice.  And I think fifth 

grade and into middle school is when reading, I think it’s really important to make it 

fun…so that they continue to be life-long readers” (interview, 5/19/10).  When I asked 

Anna about what she expected of her students during reading, she replied, “To be 

engaged, and active reading.  To be actively reading” (interview, 4/16/10).  Anna’s ideas 

about engagement, as noted in the above interview excerpt, indicated that Anna saw 

reading instruction as inclusive of more than just skills and strategies.  

In her coursework, practicum, and long-term substitute teaching position, Anna 

learned many things.  She learned about stages of reading development, and the 

importance of assessment and understanding students’ instructional needs.  She knew that 

in order to become a more skilled reader, students need time to practice their reading, and 

that attention to student engagement was important.  She thought that conferencing with 
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students would be an effective way to monitor and help students make progress in their 

reading.  Anna’s responses suggest that a powerful method for learning was when she 

saw in action in a classroom what she was learning in her coursework. 

 Preservice Teacher: Lilly.  From her courses at RU, Lilly took away several key 

understandings about reading content and instruction. At several points throughout our 

interviews, Lilly mentioned specific ways she brought in what she had learned at RU into 

her planning and instruction.  For example, when I asked Lilly about what she thought 

her role as a reading teacher would be during our first interview, Lilly responded in a way 

that shared some of her learning from her coursework.  “I think it’s important to coach, 

and kind of sit with the child.  And, but I, this is hard to describe, but really bringing in 

Routman’s style of the Optimal Learning Model14, and kind of guiding and really making 

them comfortable with reading before I turn it over to them” (interview, 11/5/09).   When 

discussing her guided reading lesson during our second interview, Lilly said, “A lot of the 

ways in which they [her guided reading group students] were trying to figure out words 

were primarily focusing on ‘sound it out.’  So I used [literacy block instructor]’s reading 

strategies and put them on bookmarks for them” (interview, 4/8/10).  Lilly’s comments 

indicate that she was actively working to incorporate the learning from her coursework 

and texts in her practice. 

 In addition to the model of instruction she learned from the course text and 

instructor, Lilly also learned about the importance of connecting reading and writing, as 

well as being purposeful in instruction.  She stated, “I’ve learned so much, I don’t know 

                                                
14 Routman’s Optimal Learning Model includes four phases of learning designed to gradually hand over responsibility 
to learners: demonstration, shared demonstration, guided practice, and independent practice. 
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where to begin.  I think the most important thing that I’ve gotten out of the program so 

far is to really incorporate reading and writing into the classroom…so I think really to ask 

yourself why you are teaching something that you are teaching and [if] it is purposeful, 

and what can the students take away from it” (interview, 11/5/09). 

 An example of what Lilly feels is purposeful or not is exemplified in the 

following comments.  Lilly shared that in literacy time, “[I wouldn’t] have the children 

do ditto sheets” (interview, 11/5/09).  Ditto sheets came up again in the interview when 

she discussed how she envisioned teaching literacy in her first classroom: 

I think we would do [literacy] all day long.  But really in the mornings when the 

children come in, really incorporate the silent reading time instead of those ditto 

sheets.  I just feel that those ditto sheets end up in the recycling bin, and they 

don’t learn from them.  Whereas independent reading, they can really be engaged 

in the text and that would be the time when they can choose the text that they 

want to read. (interview, 11/5/09) 

I asked her if she had seen a lot of worksheets in use at her placements, and she replied, 

“At my student teaching placement, yes.  I really haven’t seen much literacy happening.  

And this is what I struggle with when I become, when I’m student teaching full time.  I 

don’t know if it would be ok to change that and have independent reading.  Because, I 

just, being in literacy block this semester, I really see the importance of it” (interview, 

11/5/09).  Lilly was frustrated that she was not seeing in action the same commitment to 

literacy that she hoped to embody in her classroom.  As well, with less time spent on 

reading and writing throughout the day than she expected, it was less likely for her to 
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observe important concepts from her coursework and how those concepts play out in the 

classroom.  In Chapter 6, I will explore this struggle more and discuss how she was able 

to do some adaptations within guided reading in her student teaching placement. 

 During our third interview, I asked Lilly how she would structure her own reading 

class.  She replied:  

It would be a lot different from what we’re doing now [in her school placement], 

just ‘cause in my courses, especially the literacy block, I’ve seen better benefits.  

Better ways to teach reading.  And like some of the videos that [literacy block 

instructor] showed us about conferencing with students, really getting them to talk 

about what they’re reading about, and having them write about, journaling what 

they’re reading.  Even, it seems like this school is very literacy focused but yet 

not really effectively.  It’s because they do daily worksheets and weekly 

worksheets. (interview, 5/20/10) 

Lilly, once again, tied what she had learned from her coursework to something she did 

not agree with from her student teaching placement.  For Lilly, worksheets did not seem 

to fit into her concept of effective instruction.  She envisioned a classroom centered on 

discussion rather than reproducible worksheets. 

 Lilly learned about reading instruction from her practicum experience as well as 

her coursework.  When asked what she felt most prepared for as a future reading teacher, 

Lilly replied, “I feel confident that I know that I need to incorporate the read aloud, the 

shared reading, the independent reading, and the guided reading, because I’ve seen like 

even with my red group [the guided reading group Lilly worked with at her literacy block 
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practicum placement], I’ve just seen it help them in their reading” (interview, 11/5/09). 

Lilly described some additional learning from her practicum placement.  “I’m learning 

that it’s not always easy for kids.  And how you coach them in their reading makes a big 

difference on their attitudes and to really value what they are doing in their reading, and 

tell them that good readers do that and give them a lot of positive reinforcement” 

(interview, 11/5/09). 

 Here we see that Lilly can articulate the components of effective instruction, as 

well as the importance of assessing and understanding the specific needs of students.  

Even with all that she felt she learned in her coursework, at the end of literacy block Lilly 

expressed some concerns about knowing how to assess and adapt instruction to meet 

students’ needs.  She said, “I feel that there could be more preparation in kind of how to 

evaluate the children, where they are in their reading.  And kind of understanding where 

to meet them at their instructional level” (interview, 11/5/09).  She went on to say that 

since there were a few weeks left in literacy block, she thought that would be covered in 

the remaining time. 

 Aside from assessment, Lilly was also concerned about learning more about 

instruction in general in our first interview.  Feeling confident in the content, she was 

hoping to learn more about instruction when she said, “As far as learning what I should 

be teaching them [children], I think it would be really helpful to see not how to write the 

lesson plans but rather how to execute the information or teach the lesson” (interview, 

11/5/09).  Though many of her comments indicate that she understands the components 

of effective instruction, she was not confident about varied pedagogical methods for 
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reading and writing.  Though confident in planning the content for reading, Lilly’s earlier 

stated frustration about not observing much literacy in her student teaching placement 

likely left her feeling less prepared for the complexity of teaching reading. 

 Lilly also seemed concerned about using a basal series because she felt that it 

would inhibit her from bringing in her own ideas.  She stated, “When in language arts I’m 

able to incorporate my own ideas, so to speak, that the kids are more engaged and they 

like it more.  And I think that’s really what teaching reading or any subject is about.  

Really getting the kids to enjoy what they’re learning and not making it like a rote 

method of teaching” (interview, 5/20/10).  Lilly felt most confident when she was able to 

insert her own ideas into the content and stray away from the prescribed plan of the basal 

series. 

 Lilly discussed holding students accountable in reading as a focus for her 

instruction, and this was something she talked about in each of the interviews.  She 

stated, “Making students responsible for what they know.  ‘Cause some children know 

those sight words a, then, and the, for example. And then they come to their reading and 

they might just skip over it or something, but I know they know that.  So, making them 

responsible for what they do know” (interview, 11/5/09).  The interview comments above 

linked to other comments Lilly made about helping students become accountable for their 

learning, indicating that this was a central focus of her teaching framework. For example, 

when discussing expectations in our final interview, Lilly brought up accountability 

again. “Really holding the students liable to or making them accountable for whatever the 

work you give them.  And that's been my problem in my classroom for student teaching 



 

 121 

in language arts or any subject.  Like, the kids, if they don't get it, they think they don't 

have to do it.  And I try to be explicit in my instructions and I do a lot of guided practice, 

optimal learning model stuff, and some of them still don't do it.  And I don't know if it's 

because they think they don't have to or if they don't get it” (interview, 5/20/10). 

 During our second and third interviews, which took place during Lilly’s student 

teaching, she spoke of helping students be confident in their reading skills during reading 

as a focus for her instruction.  During our second interview when I asked what was going 

well in her student teaching related to reading instruction, Lilly replied: 

I feel confident and comfortable in how to read through books that may be 

challenging for them.  And then suggesting that maybe they should step it down a 

little bit, get more comfortable with their reading…and like today there was a few 

words that they said wrong but I didn’t point them out because that can be 

embarrassing for them.  So I just went back and was like, ‘What is that word?’ 

And I think by doing that it makes the students feel more comfortable. (interview, 

4/8/10)   

Lilly brought up helping students become comfortable with their reading again later in 

the interview, when discussing herself as a reading teacher.  “I think so far I’ve been 

pretty good about being able to get the students reading and kind of guiding them 

through, having them feel comfortable about it.  Because, really, there’s some students 

who really do not care for reading” (interview, 4/8/10).  And again, Lilly shared her 

desire to help students be comfortable with their reading when she talked about how she 

was satisfied with how she was currently teaching guided reading.   
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Lilly:  It’s really how I want to do it, ‘cause it’s a very small group.  But I do 

think that I have a lot to learn yet, to try to incorporate those things that I do want. 

Catherine:  And when you say ‘things,’ what do you mean? 

Lilly:  Different ways to teach kids about what they’re reading other than 

response questions to a book.  And just making them feel more comfortable with 

their reading. (interview, 4/8/10) 

When I began writing about Lilly and her learning as a teacher, I started to wonder about 

what Lilly meant when she kept talking about her students being comfortable with their 

reading.  At times it seemed as though she equated students feeling comfortable to mean 

not embarrassed.  In other instances, it seemed as though she was more focused on 

students choosing texts that were an appropriate difficulty level.  In other cases, she used 

the term to mean that the students had experience in guided practice before doing 

something independently.  It is difficult to know if she meant all or more specifically one 

of these things.  In her practice, it seemed as though the one she attended to most was on 

being able to preview text independently before reading aloud in the group so not to 

embarrass students when they were responsible for reading aloud.  The issue of multiple 

meanings for the term comfortable will be explored more in Chapter 5, when discussing 

Lilly’s teaching practice. 

 For Lilly, the most salient messages from her learning in her teacher preparation 

program and through her literacy practicum experiences were to help her students feel 

comfortable with reading, and holding students accountable for their work.  She 

discussed using Routman’s (2003) Optimal Learning Model to plan her instruction, 
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something she learned at RU.  And she indicated that she learned things from her courses 

and from her practicum that she brought with her to her student teaching practice. 

 Findings Across the Preservice Teachers.  Because the two preservice teachers 

had a great deal to say about their preparation, being that they were still in the middle of 

it, I found that there was cause to discuss patterns that emerged from the data analysis 

that ran across Anna and Lilly’s interview data.    

 At the end of literacy block during their first interviews, both Anna and Lilly were 

very positive about their preparation program to that point.  I asked them about what an 

ideal preparation program might look like in the area of literacy.  Anna stated:   

I feel like RU, well, this literacy block has really been helpful.  And I’ve liked the 

texts that we’ve been reading.  I think they’ve been fantastic.  I think the 

assignments have been really good.  Really, everything that we’ve done I think 

I’ve learned something from.  I guess what I wish is that I had more…’cause I 

feel like we’re just sort of scratching the surface of what we could be learning.  

There’s so much to do and so little time. (interview, 11/3/09)  

Anna’s comments indicate both the positive aspects of her program and content, as well 

as experiences that she wished were enhanced.  She thought that the coursework and 

corresponding assignments in her reading and writing methods courses were helpful.  

However, she recognized that there was still more she wanted to learn about teaching 

reading. 

 Lilly shared additional positive aspects of the program in her response, 

mentioning the assignments as well. “I think the program is really good.  It gives students 
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or preservice teachers, a lot of experiences, and also with the assignments that we’re 

supposed to be doing.  I think it’s, they’re great, you know, great assignments. It really 

gives a broad overview of what the teacher does” (interview, 11/5/09).  Lilly’s comments 

reflect a similarly positive response as Anna’s to the RU preparation program. 

 Assertion #1: The most powerful method of learning literacy concepts was 

through a combination of university licensure coursework and K-12 classroom 

observations and practice. Both Anna and Lilly were able to articulate particularly 

significant literacy concepts that they learned in their licensure program and hoped to 

model in their own teaching practice.  These concepts were particularly developed when 

Anna and Lilly were able to see them in practice in classrooms or throughout a school 

program during their practica.  

 Assertion #2: Not all practica placements were helpful for preservice teachers’ 

development as literacy teachers.  For both Anna and Lilly, experiences in practica 

placements led to observations of practices that did not support their work at RU or their 

beliefs about what was best for students.  In some cases, Anna and Lilly were able to 

recognize the ineffective practices and make plans to change these for their own 

instruction.  In other cases, such as with Lilly and the practice of round robin reading (as 

described in Chapter 2), without proper mentoring, these ineffective practices are liable to 

find a place in the instructional practices of novice teachers. 

 Assertion #3: Preservice teachers felt well prepared from their work at RU to 

move from learning about teaching reading to begin the work of teaching reading.  In all, 

both Anna and Lilly felt confident in their learning about teaching reading from their 
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coursework at RU, and that this preparation would help them be successful in their own 

classrooms.  In Chapter 5, I will share what these two teachers were able to do in their 

practice, and how this supported some of what they discussed in their interviews.  

However, while these teacher learned a great deal about learning about teaching, their 

attention to student learning is less developed, and will also be further discussed in 

Chapter 5. 

 

First-Year Teachers: Perspectives on the RU Preparation Program 

 First-Year Teacher: Nora.  Nora felt as though she had learned a lot through her 

courses at RU.  When I asked what really stuck out to her from her coursework, she 

replied, “A lot of everything we did in your class.  At the time it was just so 

overwhelming to us…we didn’t understand how it all worked.  But now I think about it 

all and think about the different presentations” (interview, 9/17/09).  She said, “It was 

like a mini-introduction to everything that I’m doing now” (interview, 9/17/09).  She 

continued: 

It was just a broad spectrum of, oh yes; I need to set up a classroom library.  I 

need to have books available.  I need to showcase this.  I need to have writing this 

way.  I need to have pictures this way.  I need to present words this way.  I need 

to correct things in this manner.  And to make sure that they’re saying words in 

the correct [manner], so it’s like the broad spectrum.  Everything was touched on, 

so it wasn’t like you’re completely blind walking into [the teaching of reading] 

(interview, 9/17/10).   
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She went on to say, “You, just to have a lot of options for the kids, and a lot of different 

ways that they are practicing it, and that we’re reinforcing it” (interview, 9/17/09).  Nora 

appeared to have learned useful information about students and learning in her university 

coursework that served her well as a first year teacher.   

 Like Anna and Lilly, when I asked Nora about the assignments she had completed 

in literacy block, she said she found the assignments helpful: 

It added to the understanding of what I am doing now.  I would say the one thing 

that we did do that was really great was scoring through those timed fluency 

readings and how to count that…those were really helpful, because I had to do 

that.  And at the time I remember when we did that I thought it was completely 

pointless ‘cause I never thought I’d do it.  And that was the first thing I had to do. 

(interview, 9/17/09) 

Nora wasn’t always clear on the objectives that undergirded what she was learning in her 

coursework, but upon reflection, saw the value in the activities from her coursework. 

 In addition to her coursework, Nora learned a lot from her practicum and student 

teaching placements.  She enjoyed her first grade student teaching experience and learned 

a lot, “I ran small groups and everything with that which was great.  Guided reading 

groups.  We used the whisper phones a lot, which was wonderful, and the kids knew what 

to do with those and they loved using them” (interview, 9/17/09).  Here, Nora discussed 

the experience of running small groups, and her comments also indicated that she learned 

in her practicum the value of students knowing a routine.  She also had a placement in a 

middle school language arts classroom: 
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Nora: It was a very different classroom than I’d ever been in.  It was 97% 

discussion-based.  The kids didn’t have desks.  They sat in chairs in a circle the 

whole time and they discussed their books…and so that was cool because those 

seventh and eighth graders, I’ve never heard a more intelligent conversation come 

from a group of kids that age.  They were talking like they were in college.  It was 

unbelievable. 

Catherine: Did you get a chance to really talk to her [the teacher] about how she 

got them there? 

Nora:  She said it’s just basically the discussions and how making them feel the 

classroom is safe, and then asking provoking questions about the books. 

(interview, 9/17/09) 

In her middle school placement, Nora learned the value of discussion and strategies for 

setting up a classroom conducive to discussion.  Interestingly, the classroom was unlike 

any she had been in before, but she saw the value of the classroom structure, especially 

given the high level of discussion from the students. 

 Nora did not share much specific content or pedagogy that she learned during her 

practicum experiences; rather, Nora talked about her feelings about the climate at the 

practicum schools where she was placed.  When I asked her what she learned during her 

practicum experiences she said: 

Well, I hated it at [the site for her literacy block placement].  You walked in the 

building, and it just gave off a bad feeling all around, the whole building.  You 

didn’t feel like it was a good place to learn…I mean, Maple Ridge [the site for her 



 

 128 

student teaching placement] has just the bright learning, fun, community feeling.  

Preston [the site for her inquiry block placement] gave off a crazy – that school 

had the feeling like it was completely out of control.  It was so loud and the kids 

were crazy. (interview, 9/17/09) 

Nora was happy at Fitzgerald – the site of her current teaching job – and she compared 

this site to the feeling that she got at Maple Ridge, where she student taught.  It is 

important to note this understanding how schools – as organizations, cultures, and 

communities – influenced how Nora felt in her school. 

 Though Nora had received an introduction to teaching literacy through her 

coursework and practicum experiences, she also said there were things that she wasn’t 

well prepared for through her work at RU.  For example, she said: 

I think the technology side of what you could do was really missing, now that I 

have a Smartboard and I do 80-90% of my teaching on the Smart board…so I 

think part of pulling technology in to learning how to read and do your spelling, 

do your vocabulary, anything is really important and can be a lot more useful 

now.  So I think that’s something that should really be added. (interview, 9/17/09) 

Nora’s comments indicate that she would have benefited from more effective models of 

teaching with tech tools throughout her literacy block courses, as well as greater attention 

to requiring preservice teachers to learn and incorporate technology tools in their practice 

teaching.   

 In addition to technology integration, Nora stated that she didn’t think there was 

enough of an emphasis on buying books for her classroom library.  She said that she and 
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the other members of her cohort began making regular trips to bookstores together after 

literacy block courses to begin to build up their classroom libraries (interview, 9/17/09).  

But in terms of other ways that RU could have helped prepare her for teaching, she didn’t 

have any other suggestions.  “I think it’s very hard on what specifically RU could do, 

because you don’t know what grade level each person’s gonna be at.  And to develop a 

whole system for a grade that you’re not going to be at is just kind of like a waste of 

time” (interview, 9/17/09).  For Nora, it seemed that if she couldn’t use it in her 

classroom in the job she acquired after graduation from RU, then the reading knowledge 

and processes were not important to learn, an idea I will return to in Chapter 5. 

 In summary, though Nora didn’t always see the purpose of the readings, activities, 

or assignments in her coursework at RU, she felt like she learned a lot. During her 

coursework and practicum experiences, Nora learned that it is important to provide 

students with different ways of encountering material. She learned how to run guided 

reading groups.  She learned about the importance of well-developed questions for 

student discussions.  And she learned about the kind of climate she hoped to find in a 

school.  Nora felt as though her preparation was not complete in making use of 

technology in the classroom.  Though she did not articulate many particular things that 

she learned in her preparation program, overall, Nora was pleased with her preparation, 

and felt confident in herself as a reading teacher.   

 First-Year Teacher: Julia.  Julia spoke fondly of her literacy block courses at RU 

when I asked what really stuck out to her from her preparation program.  Most 

specifically from her courses at RU, she remembered her literacy block courses: 
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Julia:  I would say the thing I remember most, and I guess I don't remember 

specifically what class it was, but it was [literacy block instructor’s] class.  

Catherine:  Ok. 

Julia: I remember her demonstrating, and I remember her modeling, and I 

remember her sitting down with us and doing read alouds, and, giving us 

examples, and treating us like we were young children, and that was so beneficial 

because I saw it.  I know a lot of people were not ok with that, and that bothers 

me, that they weren't ok with it, because I think that's where I got a lot of what I 

do, is, she would, she would read out loud to us.  And she'd stumble over a word, 

which we all do when we're reading out loud, and she'd say, she'd say, ‘Ok, hold 

on, back up.  Did you notice that didn't make sense to me?  That's why I went and 

corrected it.’  And then she'd keep reading.  I do it all the time.  So that the kids 

hear what I'm thinking as I read.  So she was just very much, modeling and 

showing us.  And I think that's what I really got out of her class.  As far as the 

children's literature class, I would say that was more beneficial just in the way that 

I guess I know what books are out there a little bit more, and I know how to find 

some good books. (interview, 9/16/09) 

In this exchange, we hear Julia talking about the significant lesson she learned from her 

literacy methods instructor about the importance of modeling.  It is interesting to note 

Julia’s comment about other preservice teachers in her licensure program who did not see 

the value of modeling, though Julia recognized the importance of seeing what was being 

discussed in action as though it were an elementary classroom.  Modeling as an 



 

 131 

instructional practice is something that Julia continued to discuss throughout our 

interviews, and something I observed throughout the year in her teaching.  

 Julia also learned a great deal about teaching reading during her literacy 

practicum experience: 

The second grade practicum was I feel like where I learned almost everything that 

I do in school. She had fantastic classroom management, she was friendly…one 

thing I really loved is that when she would demo things or model things, she 

would give the kids a chance to go out and do it, and then she’d pull them back 

together up at the front and discuss what was going well and what wasn’t and how 

to fix it.  I love that. (interview, 9/16/09) 

This second grade practicum became important in shaping Julia’s practice, and I will 

discuss in Chapter 5 that during my first observation in her classroom, she taught a lesson 

she had seen during this placement. 

 At the end of the year, I asked Julia to reflect on her current practice, and whether 

or not she thought anything that she learned at RU was influencing her current practice.  

Catherine:  Are there things that you can, and the answer can be no, things that 

you can trace back to what you learned at RU that you're doing now? 

Julia:  Yeah.  There are definitely some things that I specifically remember doing 

in class and bringing here.  Absolutely. 

Catherine:  Can you think of any examples of those things? 

Julia:  One of my favorites was the read-alouds we did, and realizing how 

important even as a 25 year-old sitting on the floor looking up at a teacher I just 
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loved, being a part of that.  And I realized on the first few days of school when all 

chaos was as chaotic as it could be, every kid was silent with their jaws dropped 

opened and big, round eyes staring during read aloud.  I mean they just loved it.  

Even now, even at the end of the year, it's like that's how I can get them to focus 

in.  And so I remember that a lot, and realizing that you can teach so much in a 

whole group by just reading a book and showing them how to do it.  And then 

during some of the guided reading groups that I taught, during my practicum, just 

realizing that tangible things are really important.  So being able to touch or write 

or have some responsibility for it.  So modeling is great, but you also have to let 

them try it after you model.  So I remember that a lot. (interview, 5/5/10) 

Julia remembered being read to in class at RU, and this stuck with her as she headed into 

her first classroom.  The role of modeling and motivating students during this activity 

was what made read aloud important as a pedagogical tool for Julia. And even at the end 

of the year, Julia was able to draw connections from her practice to RU.  

 Julia shared that she did not learn much at her student teaching placement about 

the teaching of reading.  She disagreed with the practice of grouping steadfastly based on 

level for guided reading, and she found the routine of using the basal reading materials 

dull, resulting in disengagement for her students.  She said that she learned a lot from the 

literacy coach, who came into her cooperating teacher’s classroom to model leading a 

guided reading group (email communication, 10/4/09).  From her cooperating teacher, 

she learned ways of using the basal curriculum materials, and which parts of the series 

were most important to focus on (interview, 9/16/09).  This interview data reveals that 
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cooperating teachers and colleagues can be powerful models for practice, both effective 

and ineffective teaching.  Julia entered her student teaching placement with strong beliefs 

about what reading instruction should look like, and the model she was faced with did not 

exemplify the pedagogy she was hoping to see modeled.  Julia’s comments indicate the 

need for models of effective practica placements for novice teachers. 

 Julia had two major areas she did not feel well prepared for through her work at 

RU.  These included instruction related to phonics, and using the basal curriculum:  

Some of the phonics is something that I still struggle with, just because I never 

felt like I was very strong in that, and I really didn’t get any teaching on that 

really at all.  Ever.  So that was something I was a little bit disappointed with the 

program at RU.  Like it wasn’t ever broken down into, this is how you really do 

teach a child to understand words.  So some of the tricks, like the e makes the 

vowel say its name, things like that, I’ve just kind of tried to pick up from other 

teachers when I hear them say it. (interview, 2/16/10) 

Julia had mentioned early in our first interview that she felt she herself was missing some 

phonics knowledge, and so this lack of instruction from RU was disappointing and left 

her feeling ill-prepared for teaching students who need help in that area.  Julia went on to 

discuss how it was difficult to know the best ways to incorporate the basal reader with the 

whole class.  This was something she felt as though she did not get much guidance in 

through her coursework: 

The basal reader is something that is district-wide curriculum, and they expect 

you to do it, and that’s supposed to be part of your reading program. And I felt 
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like it was really kinda looked down upon at RU.  And so I appreciate that they 

don’t want you to just use the basal reader, but I also don’t feel like we really had 

any exposure to it to learn how to use it.  Because, ok, that’s great that you don’t 

want us to, but when I get here and they tell me to do it, that’s what I have to do.  

And when the superintendent is walking around during literacy time, he wants to 

see those books that he spent thousands of dollars on in kids’ hands.  So I feel like 

that was kind of brushed off and disregarded.  And so that, yeah, that was 

something I picked up from being in the school and working in the schools, not 

necessarily from RU. (interview, 9/16/09) 

So for both phonics instruction and incorporating the basal reading curriculum materials, 

Julia was relying on picking up tips and suggestions from colleagues.  She felt that her 

preparation program should have provided exposure to the reality of many elementary 

classrooms, the use of mandated basal reader materials.  Armed with effective 

instructional strategies for incorporating these materials, Julia would have felt much more 

successful in her first months in her first year of teaching. 

 In summary, Julia observed her literacy methods instructor, as well as teachers in 

her practicum experiences, modeling and providing guided practice opportunities for 

students.  She, then, made this a hallmark of her instruction, which I will discuss in the 

next chapter.  Though she learned and was able to replicate these important practices, she 

was also concerned with her lack of preparation in several areas, phonics instruction and 

using the basal reader effectively.  In the end, she felt as though she had received strong 

preparation from RU. 
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 First-Year Teacher: Rebecca.  Not all of the participants felt that they had been 

well prepared by RU.   Rebecca was one of these individuals.  Rebecca came to the 

program with an undergraduate major in child psychology.  Because she did not have the 

experiences of the foundations of education program and corresponding field placements, 

she felt as though she was lacking a lot of the experiences from which her cohort 

members benefited.  “I didn’t get all the same opportunities as an undergrad, all those 

placements.  So I really feel like I missed out” (interview, 9/18/09).  What Rebecca 

missed were structured experiences working with students in a variety of contexts to 

develop her understanding of students across the breadth of development.  This lack of 

experiences prior to her licensure program was compounded by a narrow range of 

experiences in her licensure practica, discussed later in this section. 

 Through her coursework, Rebecca shared that she did find the exposure to 

particular books through the book study she completed in one of her literacy block 

courses as helpful.  “I think that was really useful to get us immersed in books and what 

they were.  I think that was really useful” (interview, 9/18/09).  She also mentioned: 

Grouping and what comes to mind first is guided reading groups.  And just 

encouraging even kindergarteners, [her literacy block instructor] was really on top 

of when they tell you a story without any words, they are reading you a book, and 

you need to praise them like, ‘wow.  Good job for reading to me…As far as other 

things, bringing in content area reading…And then, I don’t know.  I feel like 6+1 

[Traits] has been big, and Responsive Classrooms.  That’s all they talked about.  
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And then I came into this school, and people don’t even know about it” 

(interview, 9/18/09). 

The interview clip above indicates that there were several concepts that Rebecca learned 

from her coursework such as positive praise, Responsive Classroom, grouping for guided 

reading, and content area reading. Though the lessons about primary reading instruction 

were less helpful, Rebecca did focus on Responsive Classroom throughout the year, and 

found the work in content area reading influenced her instruction in social studies 

(interview, 2/11/10). 

 Above all, Rebecca felt as though she did not have a broad enough spectrum of 

experiences through her practicum and student teaching placements.  In our first 

interview she said: 

Rebecca: I have no idea what sixth graders are capable of.  I have no idea what 

their content is, no idea.  It’s a big leap for me to take, since I’ve never been in a 

3rd, 4th, 5th, 6th, or 7th grade classroom before. 

Catherine: Really? 

Rebecca: Never. 

Catherine: So all of your placements were younger except that middle school 

placement. 

Rebecca: Which was only 30 hours, and that should have been longer.  It was 30 

hours, and all you had to do was sit there.  That’s not a practicum. (interview, 

9/18/09) 
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The rest of Rebecca’s practicum experiences were in kindergarten and second grade.  Of 

the kindergarten placement, Rebecca said, “[It] was an experience.  But good, because 

what if I would’ve gotten a kindergarten job?  I wouldn’t have known that their attention 

span is three seconds, and you have to teach something in less than five minutes.  What if 

I, I wouldn’t have known that” (interview, 9/18/09).  She posited that it was because she 

did not have the additional experiences that others have through the foundations of 

education undergraduate major that caused her to enter the program with less background 

knowledge about teaching.  Because of this lack of experience, and due to the fact that 

Rebecca was hired just three days before the first day of school, she relied heavily on her 

team of fellow grade-level teachers at the beginning of the school year.  This reliance 

may have been helpful at the start of the year, but she soon began to disagree with what 

she was told she should be doing.  And this feeling – along with the notions that her 

preparation was not optimum – may have caused her to feel that she was not as well 

prepared to teach as she would have preferred.  I explore this further in Chapter 6. 

 Rebecca’s recommendation for improving the preparation program at RU 

included more and longer field experiences.  Because, she said, even though the 

requirements for entrance included 100 hours in classrooms, there was no structure to the 

time.  “Yeah, you require 100 hours to get into the program.  Well you know what?  I was 

never in a middle school either.  I did a 3rd grade, but it wasn’t teaching stuff.  It was 

correct papers or run copies” (interview, 9/18/09).  She went on to suggest, “A very 

conservative recommendation would be don’t allow post-bacs to be in the program.  You 

go through the foundations of education, get it in four years, and then you go to the ILP.  
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‘Cause that’s where I missed out.  And I wasn’t told that because the colleges don’t talk 

to each other…you could get into the program after you graduate, but I had no idea the 

ramification of getting a different major” (interview, 9/18/09).  However, in the end, she 

conceded, “And I did [get licensed] and I’m here.  And it was a good preparation, that 

hard-core year and a half program or whatever.  Good preparation.  But foundations of 

education probably would have been a good choice” (interview, 9/18/09).   

 Rebecca felt as though she missed out on a range of practica experiences through 

her work at RU.  In addition, she indicated that she would have benefited from a more 

organized way of ensuring the time spent in schools was meaningful.  While she learned 

some through her middle school observations, she would likely have benefited much 

more from structured opportunities to work with students and engage in planning with the 

mentor middle school teacher. 

 In our third interview, I asked if there were any practices or anything that 

influenced her teaching that she could trace back to RU.  She said, “Well, I think this 

Daily 5, I remember sort of hearing about it, but I think that I connected it really with 

Responsive Classroom15, which we learned of quite a bit.  And the value of picture books 

has come up quite a bit this year.  And just the good authors, like when we had the 

literature classes, just getting informed with who the authors are and they’re good and 

their books…I don’t remember if there was anything else from school” (interview, 

5/13/10).  She did not feel particularly well prepared to teach sixth grade because her 

preparation focused more on primary literacy.  “I got taught how to chunk words, we 

                                                
15 Responsive Classroom is an approach to teaching that emphasizes both social and academic growth for students; it is 
covered in the introductory courses in elementary schools and elementary teaching. 
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don’t say sound it out any more.  Like I learned a lot of that primary stuff, what’s 

developmentally appropriate for them.  But not a lot of middle school” (interview, 

5/13/10).  Like other participants, Rebecca felt strongly prepared in emergent literacy, but 

was left with gaps in how to meet the needs of older students.  In addition to the gaps in 

her practica experiences, working with older students was her primary concern leaving 

RU. 

 However, throughout the rest of our final interview, Rebecca ended up returning 

to things she had learned at RU.  Rebecca mentioned that she had learned that sixth 

graders best learn: 

In some sort of context, how they all relate to each other, like we changed the 

bubble sheets to match the vocab and so there’s like some sort of 

connection…’cause I learned that that’s best practice.  And what always made me 

crazy this year, I asked, ‘Why don’t people just know that that’s best practice?’  

And she was like, ‘You have to remember, you went to a research university.  

Best practice is known immediately, as soon as it comes out, it’s implemented in 

your school.  Not all universities are like that.’  And I was like, ‘Oh, that’s just 

weird.’ (interview, 5/13/10) 

Rebecca clearly thought she had been prepared to know best practices through her 

literacy preparation program, even if she did not feel particularly well prepared to teach.  

Later in the interview when I asked about what should be expected of sixth grade readers, 

she said, “being able to comprehend books at their level, whether that is a sixth grade 

level or not.  That’s something she [literacy block instructor] said too, you meet the kids 
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where they’re at” (interview, 5/13/10).  Once more, Rebecca brought up something she 

learned at RU when talking about what an effective reading teacher’s classroom would 

look like.  “RU always stressed not being the teacher up in the front in the room.  But 

being able to walk into a controlled chaos, where you’re amongst the kids” (interview, 

5/13/10). 

 In summary, of all the teachers, Rebecca identified more concerns about her 

preparation at RU.  Though she felt it was a strong program overall, her experience of 

limited breadth of field placements left her with more suggestions for improvement for 

the program.  She felt well prepared for primary literacy, but when she ended up in an 

upper elementary classroom, she had little experience to draw on.  However, she did 

learn concepts that influenced her teaching, and was able to articulate these throughout 

the school year.   

 

Third-/Fourth-Year Teachers: Perspectives on the RU Preparation Program 

 One thing that impressed me about the third-year teacher, Scott, and fourth-year 

teacher, Molly, was that even though it had been several years since they completed their 

preparation program, both were able to talk specifically about what they had learned in 

courses and practicum experiences.  Both learned concepts and practices that they could 

trace to their work at RU.  In this section, I share what Scott and Molly recalled from 

their RU preparation program, and of what they learned, what was influential to their 

teaching. 
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 Third-Year Teacher: Scott.  Scott was in the first cohort at RU that had their 

literacy block course on site at the elementary school in which they had their practicum 

placements.  Julia and Rebecca both had this experience as well.  Scott felt that this was a 

positive experience for him to be able to see what they were learning in class in practice 

in classrooms in the same place.  “I remember liking that experience a lot.  We were in 

the classrooms and then we would have a lesson.  And I thought that was an effective 

way of doing things” (interview, 9/24/09).  At the time, Scott remembered being 

overwhelmed, much like Nora shared earlier.  He said: 

I remember distinctly trying to, in the back of my mind thinking about, ok, which 

of these resources, books, that we’re buying are the ones that I am going to need 

to have on hand when I don’t remember what I’m doing, or what I should be 

doing, and I need to go back and look at it…there was just so much and it was in 

such a short period of time that I remember thinking that this is great, it’s 

interesting, but we’re cramming it.  I know I’m going to have to go back and look 

it up. (interview, 9/24/09) 

Aside from remembering being overwhelmed, Scott remembered learning about the 

historical movements in reading instruction, and his literacy block instructor tried to 

make the point that instead of one extreme or the other, that instruction should be, “a mix 

of things that work together.  You’re gonna need to use multiple strategies for teaching 

and your teaching needs to be data-driven, so gather as much data as possible and use that 

to inform your instruction” (interview, 9/24/09).  When I asked if he remembered 

assignments from his literacy block experience, he stated that, “I remember the 
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assignments being useful in part because they made the theory into practice, but also 

because doing that you got to work with kids too.  So I thought that they were effective, 

that they solidified concepts for me” (interview, 9/24/09). 

 Scott said, of his practicum placements, “they were really excellent experiences.  

The [middle school] experience was good, I just don’t see myself as a middle school 

teacher.  But the school and what they were doing was great…My [literacy block] 

placement was a brand new building and their principal was really motivated to make 

sure everybody’s using best practices.  And that was, made it a great place for us to do 

the literacy block placement because everything literally everything we were learning 

about was being done in those classrooms” (interview, 9/24/09).  Scott’s comments play 

into the influence of collaborative, and scaffolded experiences in coursework  and 

practica experiences, both found to be important in the Sailors et al. (2005) study of the 

field experiences in SERTE programs.  

 During his literacy block practicum, Scott learned several important concepts for 

his teaching.  “They [practica mentor teachers] were doing data collection, I mean they 

had their skills that needed to be covered and tested, and we were really part of that,” and 

he saw that, “reading and writing was mixed together, not separated.  Those were lessons 

that went together and flowed together” (interview, 9/24/09). He also learned, “that the 

workshop model is a really effective model” but that to go along with a workshop 

framework, “there has to be curriculum support for that.  Otherwise, if you’re sort of left 

on your own, it’s going to be a hard slog to constantly make up curriculum” (interview, 

9/24/09). Scott recognized the hard work involved in effective teaching practice, and that 
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it was in collaborating with other teachers (or in this case, preservice teachers), that 

linking assessment and instruction to meet the needs of all students could be best 

accomplished.   

 It was at this point that Scott said that while he valued the experience of creating 

lesson plans: 

One thing I remember distinctly from the teacher [preparation] program is that we 

were always making up lessons, that was part of what we did a lot of.  And that’s 

great.  It’s important that teachers know how to do that, but at the same time, I 

thought that we were left without the more real experiences of getting handed a 

curriculum and then learning how to adapt it to the students that we had, which 

quickly became clear to me that that’s what teachers in classrooms have to do.  

That there’s not time for me to make up a novel lesson on everything that I want 

to teach. (interview, 9/24/09) 

He talked about when he was in practicum and student teaching experiences, spending 

hours on one lesson, “being so hyped up to do this one lesson with these kids and then I 

would just crash afterwards, and I thought to myself, this is clearly not what those 

teachers are doing” (interview, 9/24/09).  And while Scott always had the goal of being 

more and better prepared for his lessons, he said, “that’s a time battle.  I also am very 

committed to not, I don’t bring any work home.  So I’m trying not to end my teaching 

career at five years like a lot, I guess, 50% of people are” (interview, 9/24/09). The 

statistics of teacher attrition can be staggering, and Scott viewed teaching as his life-long 
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career of choice. He viewed working too much as the major contributing factor to 

teachers leaving the profession, and made conscious choices to stave off teacher burn-out. 

 Though Scott profited from a positive practicum experience during literacy block, 

Scott did not benefit from a very supportive student teaching experience.  “My student 

teaching was, well, I had a cooperating teacher who was not really interested in having 

much to do with me, did not give a great deal of feedback.”  He went on to say: 

I got put into a student teaching situation that from a classroom management 

standpoint I was not prepared for.  But on the other hand, I would say that most 

teachers are not prepared for what was going on in that kind of setting.  I mean, 

the teacher was clearly burned out, and I could see why…It was a population that 

had never been served by education in the past and I remember thinking to 

myself, I can’t compete.  I came into it with all this information about how to use 

responsive classroom and how to build community, but you can’t do that in two 

weeks at the end of the year; you’re not gonna start a morning meeting and start 

building trust from the ground up in that amount of time…[and] I think RU made 

some mistakes when they put, they have to be more careful about the settings that 

they put people in.  That wasn’t a setting for someone to get their feet wet, unless 

you’re with a teacher who is getting it done. And I was with the teacher that was 

doing nothing.  I didn’t know if I was going into teaching after that. (interview, 

9/24/09) 

Scott’s student teaching placement conflicted with several of the key concepts he had 

learned in his preparation.  In addition, he felt that the placement had not been carefully 
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enough selected to provide a successful student teaching experience.  Though he valued 

being placed in a diverse setting with students with a wide range of instructional needs 

from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, he felt that the model (cooperating 

teacher) he was placed with was not successful in that setting, and he felt what he hoped 

to accomplish was not possible.  Scott’s comments, similar to the experience first-year 

teacher Julia had in her student teaching placement, indicate the importance of successful 

experiences in classrooms with effective models are most necessary for novice teachers.  

And while Scott felt completely unprepared for his student teaching placement, he 

decided to continue with teaching and found his position at Sunnyside, where he has been 

happily teaching for three years. 

 Scott learned a great deal from his preparation program about teaching.  He was 

influenced by the connection between his literacy coursework and practicum experience, 

and his introduction to the workshop format at that placement led to his interest in 

studying writer’s workshop and to improve his writing instruction for his Master’s degree 

project.  Scott was disappointed in his difficult student teaching placement, but he was 

able to secure a job at a school in which he feels successful. 

 Fourth-Year Teacher: Molly.  Being the farthest from her coursework, Molly 

recollected the least in comparison with the other study participants about specifics from 

her RU preparation experience.  However, there were certain things that she did 

remember that were influential for her thinking about teaching.  From her coursework at 

RU, like several other participants, Molly remembered being read to in her literacy 

courses, and being exposed to quality children’s and adolescent literature.  She said, “I 
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remember a lot of the – just the stories that she [an undergraduate foundations of 

education instructor] read to us in class, which was huge because at that point, you’ve 

grown up and no one reads to you any more” (interview, 11/19/09).  Molly was also 

influenced by the discussions she had in her classes about higher level questioning and 

using graphic organizers.  “I love the graphic organizers, to really try to make inferences 

and try to connect what’s happening in the story by just having them [students] work on a 

graphic organizer or talk to their partner” (interview, 11/19/09). 

 Molly had a diverse range in her practicum experiences, the catch being that the 

one grade level she did not have a practicum with, kindergarten, was what she ended up 

teaching her first year.  She said, “When I taught kindergarten that year, it was very 

different from what I remember.  It’s much more like a first grade from what I remember 

from first grade” (interview, 11/19/09).  Molly indicates in this comment that she initially 

referred to her own schooling experience to draw from, but found the increased focus on 

emergent literacy skills quite different from her own experience. After one year teaching 

kindergarten, she moved to her current third grade position, which she has held for three 

years.   

 Through her practicum experiences, Molly remembered learning about supporting 

struggling readers and using literature circles.  She said, “I think one of the most 

important ones that I felt that I got from it was just to really help the reader who was 

struggling by giving them just different resources and really trying to make reading fun 

for them” (interview, 11/19/09).  She went on to say, “Oh, literature circles! I loved the 

idea of literature circles, and I have actually tried it and it didn’t really work out very 
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well, so I’m kind of trying to get back to that just because I’m more experienced now and 

I feel like I could maybe figure it out a little bit more” (interview, 11/19/09).  In fact, 

Molly did try to incorporate some of what she learned about literature circles later in the 

year, despite the school’s policy for reading instruction.  I discuss this further in Chapters 

5 and 6. 

 Molly did say that she felt that there were areas in which she was not very well 

prepared through her work at RU.  These areas were both mentioned above as things she 

remembered from her practicum experience.  Literature circles, and how to implement 

them, was one area in which she would have liked even more preparation.  In addition, 

Molly did not feel very adequate at identifying specific areas of weakness in her students’ 

reading, but she wasn’t sure that this was something that even professionals struggle 

with.  In fact, this was one of the most interesting statements Molly made during this 

interview.  She said: 

Even sometimes, when you tell a parent, like how do you, and I don’t even think 

professionals know, but how do you explain why their child can’t read?  And 

that’s always so frustrating.  What do you recommend them doing?  I just always 

say just keep going to the library, read to them and have them read to you, and 

you just can’t always explain it…So I feel like that’s the one area, but I don’t 

know if anyone, if any professional until you’re a doctor in dyslexia knows.  But I 

shouldn’t say, like I know they taught us when we were in literacy block how to 

test for accuracy and other assessments, and I just don’t ever use that.  And I 

remember there’s like four different ways to test frequency and fluency, and I 
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never use that.  It could just be because I’m in a private school and we don’t have 

to take as many standards [standardized assessments].  I just, I don’t know. 

(interview, 11/19/09) 

There are several key ideas to probe in Molly’s response above.  She discussed learning 

about assessment, but clearly it was not made clear that this is something that all 

classroom teachers can and should be doing.  It is curious to consider Molly’s content 

knowledge of reading development, since it seems through this comment that it’s such a 

complicated process that only the most specialized professionals, if even them, would 

know what might cause reading difficulties in students.  Molly brought up her weakness 

in working with students who struggle with reading throughout our interviews. Her 

perceptions seem to match her beliefs about what it takes to know about assessing and 

adapting instruction to meet students’ needs. 

 Molly remembered learning about graphic organizers and literature circles, which 

in the case of using graphic organizers, she incorporated regularly into her reading 

instruction, and with literature circles, she had as a goal to try again after a couple failed 

experiments.  I share a small move towards literature circles that Molly incorporated with 

one of her four novel study units of the year.  Molly felt as though she could have used 

more preparation for literature circles, and to learn about what causes reading difficulties 

and how to help students struggling with reading.  Of her experience overall, Molly said, 

“I thought it was very good.  And I liked it.  It was very hard and very intense, but I think 

that helped me stay more focused” (interview, 11/19/09). 
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Assertions Across the Cases 

 In this section, I share three main assertions developed from analysis across the 

seven participants’ interview comments about their preparation program at RU.  These 

assertions are developed in order to synthesize the findings from the previous sections, as 

well as provide recommendations for the direction of teacher education programs in the 

area of reading and literacy. 

 Assertion #1: Teachers benefit from opportunities to see in practice what they 

learn in licensure coursework.  These experiences help preservice teachers see enacted 

the implicit knowledge and theories teachers hold that have been explicitly discussed in 

their courses, and to see knowledge in action (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995).  This bridges 

the second and third chronologies Britzman (1991) posits that comprise the process of 

becoming a teacher.  Teachers bring with them their first chronology, experiences as a 

student, though aside from Scott, this did not come through as a powerful chronology for 

explaining knowledge and practice as a teacher for most of the study participants.  The 

second (experience in teacher education) and third (student teaching) chronologies are 

married through the experiences with collaborative practicum and coursework, 

facilitating the difficult work of negotiating preservice teachers’ identities as teachers. 

 Some study participants discussed an instructional practice they remembered from 

either their practicum or student teaching placements that they did not want to replicate.  

Anna needed more structure to her reading instruction.  Lilly did not like the extensive 

use of worksheets in guided reading.  Julia did not like what she viewed as a boring 

routine with the basal reader.  The classroom management model in his student teaching 
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experience frustrated Scott, which he called “a combination of fear and threats” 

(interview, 9/24/09).  As well, teachers did not always profit from effective models of 

pedagogy, and upon reflection of their preparation, stated that a more carefully organized 

breadth of experiences and placements with effective models of practice would have been 

beneficial.  

 It is not clear whether or not Anna or Lilly will replicate or move away from the 

practices they encountered when they move into their own classroom.  As several studies 

found within the research on the transition to teaching reading (Bickmore et al., 2005; 

Cook et al., 2002; Grossman et al., 2000; Smagorinsky et al., 2007), even concepts that 

teachers believed in at the end of their preparation program, without proper support in 

their early years of teaching, it was sometimes difficult for teachers to maintain practices 

giving the context in which they work (Grossman et al., 2000).  However, as stated in 

Chapter 2, Grossman et al. (2000) posit that instructional tools and concepts learned in 

teacher preparation programs may not resurface in new teachers’ practice until the second 

year.  As in the case of Molly, she was just now returning to the idea of using literature 

circles in her classroom, a practice that she did not think was successful in her first year 

of teaching third grade but now, as a third-year teacher, was ready to try again. 

 Assertion #2: Generally, though teachers left RU with some concepts fully 

developed, other concepts were not as fleshed out, impacting their instruction.  Teachers 

thought that the program at RU prepared them in the area of early literacy.  As preservice 

teacher Anna described during our first interview towards the end of her literacy block 

courses, “I feel like I’ve really learned about emergent readers…But the emergent readers 
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and learning how kids learn how to read has really been fascinating to me and I really 

liked how we’ve learned about that” (interview, 11/3/09).  First-year teacher Julia also 

discussed that she felt as though literacy block courses were focused on emergent readers. 

“We learned how to teach beginning readers pretty well, um, but I don't, I guess that's 

where I'm struggling, I don't know where to teach a range…I feel like the literacy block 

was a little bit more focused on the young, young students” (interview, 9/16/09).   

 Rebecca mentioned in our final interview that she didn’t feel particularly prepared 

for teaching sixth grade because the program, “focused more on the primary” (interview, 

5/13/10), something she had first shared in our initial interview when talking about what 

she learned in her coursework.  She said, “I guess I think a lot prepared me for younger 

grades, which isn’t exactly helpful for sixth grade” (interview, 9/18/09).  But while this 

was a concern for Rebecca, she also shared, “You know, a lot of my friends, they got 

kindergarten, first, second grade jobs.  I’m just sort of the odd duck out that got the sixth 

grade job” (interview, 9/18/09). 

 Teachers learned a great deal about quality literature, which influenced the 

choices of text they used in the classroom.  Nora recalled the read alouds from her own 

school, but also was influenced by learning about selecting and using quality literature in 

her literacy block courses. Julia was influenced by the read alouds and modeling 

exhibited by her literacy block instructor.  Rebecca drew on the book study.  Molly also 

talked about the read alouds that were modeled in her literacy block courses, and shared 

that she often chose those texts as the read alouds she used in her classroom. 
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 The complexity of teaching a range of student learners in a heterogeneous 

classroom using a mandated curriculum (e.g., the basal reader) was a concept not fully 

developed for novice teachers of reading.  Several of the teachers were disappointed with 

the models they had in their cooperating teachers for their student teaching placement.  

And the teachers were concerned that this left them unable to be prepared to teach a 

diverse classroom.  Anna stated, “I guess it’s helpful to learn in Springfield, because of 

the variety of learners I think, so I like that.  But then at the same time, I am frustrated 

with Springfield because, well, I guess mostly from my student teaching, lack of 

preparation for those – the variety of learners.  So it would be nice to see somebody in 

Springfield who is really good” (interview, 11/3/09).  Julia also echoed this when she 

stated, “I have this huge spread, and I can work with the young and I can work with the 

old, but I don't know how to mesh them all together and make it happen.  I don't know 

necessarily how to make accommodations and what's an appropriate accommodation for 

a student who can't read at the same level” (interview, 9/16/09).   

 Teachers also did not feel like they were well prepared to incorporate mandated 

packaged curriculum materials.  Julia was mandated to use the district-wide basal reader 

in her classroom.  Though she moved away from teaching reading using this approach 

throughout the year (which will be discussed more at length in Chapter 6), Julia did not 

feel as though her coursework at RU or practicum experiences prepared her for the reality 

of using a district-mandated basal curriculum, which I discussed above.  Julia was not the 

only teacher who discussed lack of preparation for the use of basal curriculum materials 

in their interview.  Scott said this was lacking in his preparation as well.  “I think that 
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what I said earlier is the main point, that we were not, rarely were we given pieces of real 

curriculum and told, ‘use this and be ready to teach it’” (interview, 9/24/09). 

 Perhaps because they did not feel well prepared to use basal reader curriculum, 

teachers did not know how or feel compelled to question the scope and sequence of the 

basal curriculum.  Though teachers’ ratings of their own knowledge of and application of 

the Board of Teaching Standards of Effective Practice: Elementary Education was most 

often know about, working on incorporating, or teach all/most days, several teachers 

mentioned that they relied on the knowledge of the professionals who developed the 

curriculum materials to assure their students were learning what was appropriate.  Scott 

said, “I put a lot of trust in the curriculum, that the curriculum is aligned with the 

standards” (interview, 2/24/10).  Molly echoed this in her comment about the language 

materials she used, “The language part I'm confident in because I have that curriculum 

piece in front of me so I can change and add and, but I feel like ok, this has been put 

together by a professional” (interview, 3/10/10). 

 Assertion #3: The importance of the learning in preparation program coursework 

was not always recognized until novice teachers began teaching.  An example of this 

assertion can be seen in Julia’s comments when I asked her what learnings stuck out from 

her literacy courses.  

 Julia: At the time, I didn’t appreciate it [what I learned] as much as I do now. 

 Catherine: Ok. 

 Julia: For sure. 

 Catherine:  Ok, what does that mean? 
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Julia: I think it means that I didn’t realize how important they [the literacy block 

courses] were, or how they were going to affect what I did in the classroom. 

Catherine: Ok. 

Julia: I, you know, I think part of that is just because you’re not in it, you’re not 

teaching your own classroom.  So you don’t know that you have to write your 

own book clubs, and you have to read the books before you hand them out. 

(interview, 9/16/09) 

Nora echoed this when she talked about her coursework at RU.  “At the time, we didn’t 

really understand how it all worked, but now that I’m here and things have come up that I 

have to do, it’s like, oh yeah.  Then everything comes back of what we remembered.  Oh 

yeah, we talked about that.  Oh yeah, we talked about this.  So there wasn’t anything that 

we went over in your class that has not helped me here today” (interview, 9/17/09).  She 

brought this up again when I asked what she had learned about teaching reading at RU.  

“A lot of it is coming back now and hitting home now than what it did then because we 

had no idea what to expect.  So much of it is now coming back” (interview, 9/17/09).  

Scott did not say this, per say, but did discuss how he was overwhelmed at the time and 

was deliberate about organizing what he learned to access it later on when he was in his 

own classroom.  These participant comments support the need for careful scaffolding of 

literacy preservice coursework and experiences in which reflection linking coursework 

and practica would benefit the development of novice teachers. 

Conclusion 
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 The seven teachers in this study learned many things in their preparation program.  

Some of the salient concepts and practices that these teachers came away with were put 

into practice.  In the next chapter, I continue sharing what novice teachers know, this time 

attending to observations from their practice.  I insert discussions from our interviews 

related to specific lessons, decisions about content and pedagogy, and their feelings of 

success and frustration as they teach reading.  At the end of the chapter, I discuss the 

findings of both Chapters 4 and 5, and what we can learn about teacher knowledge and 

practice from these cases. 
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Chapter 5 

What Novice Reading Teachers Know: 

Knowledge in Practice  

 

 How teachers report on and talk about what they know is only a piece of the 

puzzle in understanding the transition to teaching.  Essential to answering my research 

questions was regular observations of each participant.  Over the course of the school 

year, I observed each teacher during his or her reading/language arts time (approximately 

60-120 minutes each time I observed).  For the preservice teachers, this included 1 

observation during the literacy practica and 4 observations that occurred every other 

week from April-May for a total of 5 observations per preservice teacher.  For the first-

and third-year teachers, I observed reading/language arts a total of 8-10 times, with 

observations occurring approximately every third week.  The entire data set of 

observations that I analyzed included 51 literacy class periods across the seven 

participants. 

 Through these observations, I saw in practice salient understandings these 

teachers brought with them from their preparation program coursework and practicum 

experiences, as well as new practices they came upon after their licensure program. And I 

learned through observations that what teachers self-reported on surveys and during 

interviews may not have been enacted in their practice due to a variety of issues.  All of 

the teachers in my study were able to do many things in their instruction relating to what 

they knew to be effective for students.  And all teachers had acknowledged weaknesses in 
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their practice.  In this chapter, I share what teachers did in their reading instruction, and 

when possible, how they learned what they do in their practice.   

 Findings were derived by first analyzing the observational data using the 2008 

version of proposed revised state Board of Teaching Standards of Effective Practice: 

Elementary Education.  However, these standards provided an incomplete frame for the 

data I collected and could have constricted the qualitative process of inductive analysis 

(e.g. generating patterns from the data vs. imposing pre-existing categories onto data).  

Thus, I proceeded to complete a new process of analysis without the framework of the 

standards.  This began with analysis of each teacher’s observations and interview data 

(within case analysis), and then a comparison of findings across all teachers (cross case 

analysis).  From this two-part analysis process, categories were developed. These 

categories were similar to those developed with the analysis of the interview data.  These 

categories were tested across all of the data, further refined, and then used to 

systematically code all of the interview and observational data.  The categories were then 

analyzed to create the assertion statements at the conclusion of this chapter. 

 There were several common patterns of findings, supported by the categories 

generated from the analysis that can be seen throughout this chapter that led to the 

assertions at the conclusion of this chapter.  For example, across the study participants, 

there are multiple instances of the influence of the RU preparation program on the 

classroom practice of these novice teachers, but as well, they needed additional support in 

order to fully conceptualize the interaction between theory and practice.  In addition, 

these novice teachers would have benefited from a broader view of reading instruction 
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with a focus on reading skill and strategy development, rather than reading instruction as 

a series of instructional activities.  In addition, while the focus of this study was on the 

teaching of reading, there was little evidence of teachers’ growth of knowledge of 

learning about students and their reading development.  Instead, much of the focus of 

teachers’ discussion was on teaching tools and activities, and not on student learning.  

 

What Teachers Know: Practice in their Own Classrooms via Observational Data 

Preservice Teachers: Classroom Practice 

 Preservice Teacher: Anna. Anna student-taught in a 5th grade classroom under the 

mentorship of Ms. Peters at Davis Math Science Technology Magnet School in 

Springfield. Anna was frustrated with the model of her cooperating teacher’s reading 

instruction.  In this frustration, Anna had to draw on other models and knowledge to 

structure her reading instruction or when asked what she hoped her reading instruction 

would look like in the future. She stated: 

 Last year I was a long-term substitute [prior to her RU elementary licensure 

coursework], and that was exactly how their [the long term substitute school’s] 

reading was structured.  A mini-lesson, silent reading, guided reading, 

independent conferences, and a closing.  And I just thought it was fantastic.  The 

kids were engaged and you could see progress with their reading.  And they knew 

about strategies.  I enjoyed it.  There was so much time for them to just practice, 

which I think is important. (interview, 4/16/10) 
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Here we see again the common themes in Anna’s responses about reading instruction: 

engagement, strategies, practice.  Anna set as a goal that students were engaged, or active 

and intentional reading focused on meaning (Guthrie & Alvermann, 1999).  It was also 

important for Anna to include instruction in comprehension strategies, or the processes in 

which readers engage in order to understand text.  And for Anna, the way for students to 

improve in their reading development was to have time to put into practice through 

independent reading the strategies they were learning in class.  Anna used these factors to 

guide her instruction, as well as the limited guidance from Ms. Peters, and the state 

Academic Standards for Language Arts. 

 When I asked what she was drawing on to make her decisions about the content 

of her reading instruction, Anna replied, “The standards16 mostly.  [Ms. Peters] would tell 

me a genre.  So throughout the year, their reading instruction had been they read a book 

in a specific genre as a group and that was it.  They just read in a circle and talked about 

it.  The plot, things like that.  But there’s so much more to reading, and I feel like it needs 

to be instructed.  So I tried to do some.  And especially right before the MCAs17, I tried to 

do some things with how to answer a reading question, looking for main ideas, things like 

that” (interview, 5/19/10). 

 The influence of the state standards showed in Anna’s discussion of her lesson 

plans.  In describing the unit she taught during her full-time student teaching, a unit she 

thought went well, she described looking to the standards for some direction:  

                                                
16 Here, Anna is referring to the state K-12 Academic Standards in Language Arts 
17 MCA refers to the state comprehensive assessment tests, given in April each year.  Scores on these assessments, as 
described in Chapter 3, influence school’s AYP status. 
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I haven’t had any direction from her about what she needs to get done at the end 

of the year.  She just said we should read a biography.  I said, ‘Ok.  I’m gonna 

work with that.’  So I’m just sort of doing this all on my own without any 

directions.  And I still don’t know where I’m going with it.  I just thought 

biography would be a, fact and opinion is a standard, and biography is a good 

example of facts and opinions, I’ll do that. (interview, 4/16/10) 

Because she lacked direction from her cooperating teacher, Anna had to look elsewhere 

for guidance for planning.  Anna’s cooperating teacher did not have set materials to work 

from, which also left Anna to search for materials to use in her teaching.  This was a 

source of frustration for Anna, which was discussed in Chapter 3. 

 In addition to the standards, Anna drew on examples from her RU coursework to 

develop her biographies unit.  She described this unit when I asked her how reading was 

going in our April interview, when she was just getting a chance to teach reading, the 

week before she began her two weeks of full-time teaching.   

Anna: I was really excited about my first three lessons.  I thought they were kind 

of awesome. 

Catherine: So what have you done so far? 

Anna: The first day to introduce biographies, and I took it straight from [literacy 

block instructor]’s class, when she did her reading life.  I thought, ‘You know, 

I’m going to do that.’ So I brought in my biography reading life.  And they 

seemed really interested in it.  It’s so funny that you feel so self-centered talking 

about yourself, but they totally love it.  So I just did it. (interview, 4/16/10) 
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For the introduction, she brought in several examples of biographies she had read and one 

that she chose not to finish because she didn’t like it, an activity that she modeled after a 

lesson from her literacy coursework.  After discussing several examples of biographies, 

she gave students time to look at her biographies, as well as biographies she had pulled 

from Ms. Peters’ extensive classroom library and those she had purchased for this unit.  

Students had five minutes with each book, and then wrote down what they thought about 

each book.    

 Instructional Practices Observed.  My first observation of Anna’s reading 

instruction during student teaching came the day after the aforementioned introduction to 

the biographies unit. Anna incorporated a read-aloud, Elijah of Buxton18, to begin reading 

class, a departure from her Ms. Peters’ reading time, and then moved into her mini-

lesson, on distinguishing facts and opinions.  After this introduction, students were sent to 

their desks with a worksheet she had created, asking them to identify one fact and one 

opinion from the biographies they were reading (field notes, 4/16/10).  The unit 

continued with mini-lessons on author’s purpose, and students were to find answers in 

their biographies to several interview questions that they were using to complete an 

intergenerational interview with the senior citizens that volunteered in their classroom, as 

part of another project (interview, 5/19/10). 

 For her biographies unit, Anna felt she was successful.  “I feel successful in 

getting them excited about biographies.  And that was sort of my only goal for those 

couple lessons” (interview, 4/16/10).  She stated, “It was kind of the only time I got, it 

                                                
18 Curtis, C. P. (2007). Elijah of Buxton. New York, NY: Scholastic. 
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was the beginning of my teaching of reading, and [finally] reading was structured.  And I 

was really excited about it.  They seemed to respond well to that” (interview, 5/19/10).  

She was not sure she would be able to maintain the engagement she saw with the opening 

lessons on biographies. “I’m concerned about keeping them interested in it, and I’m 

concerned about going on a logical sort of path with the mini-lessons” (interview, 

4/16/10).  When Anna was well prepared, she felt successful in her literacy instruction.   

 During the observations I completed during Anna’s student teaching, I observed 

several common instructional practices.  As discussed, Anna began each reading class 

with a read aloud, and then moved into a mini-lesson (field notes, 4/16/10; 5/3/10; 

5/14/10; 5/19/10).  For example, the following lesson excerpt is from my third 

observation of Anna’s student teaching classroom and shows how Anna introduces the 

idea of author’s purpose:  

Anna:  There are three main reasons an author writes a book.  Does anyone know 

what they are? 

Student 1: ‘Cause they have a really good idea. 

Anna: Well, they write the book for you guys for what reason.  Any other ideas? 

Student 2: To shock people. 

Anna: Oh, close. 

Student 3: They just want to. 

Anna: But why would we read it? 

Student 4: To inform. 

Anna: That’s one of them. To inform. What else? 
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Student 1: To share. 

Anna: That’s not what I’m looking for.  What could the next thing? 

Student 5: Make us laugh. 

Anna: Close – to entertain is the second one.  (field notes and audio file, 5/14/10) 

The rest of her introduction continued with having students guess the third of the three 

purposes for writing she was introducing: to inform, to persuade, and to entertain.  After 

brainstorming these together, she showed examples of books from the classroom library 

and had students guess the purpose based on the title and cover (field notes, 5/14/10).   

 During her mini-lessons, Anna attempted to explicitly teach a new skill, usually 

chosen using the guidance of the standards, as previously discussed.  While we watched 

the video of the mini-lesson on author’s purpose (excerpt provided above), from my third 

observation, she recognized that this mini-lesson was not as successful as she had hoped: 

This didn’t go as well as I thought it would.  And I think I didn’t explain what I 

was looking for very well.  Because, you know, they kept saying, ‘They had a 

good idea, so they wrote a book.’  I’m not exactly sure how I could have 

explained it better…[but] I was surprised they didn’t catch on to that right 

away…I don’t think it was terrible, the way I did it.  From their reactions, it 

would have been nice to have continued this the next day. (interview, 5/19/10) 

Anna struggled with how to adapt her well-planned lesson when concepts were not clear 

for students.  She lacked understanding of how to provide instruction to students to help 

clear up misconceptions.  This lack of stable, procedural or adaptive knowledge (Snow et 
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al., 2005) was also seen in Lilly’s practice, and will be discussed further at the end of the 

chapter. 

 In order to accommodate my study, Anna had asked Ms. Peters for additional 

opportunities to teach reading, outside of the two weeks of full-time teaching.  My final 

two observations (5/14/10 and 5/19/10) were one-day opportunities to teach reading.  

During her lesson on author’s purpose, I argue in Chapter 6 that Anna was able to 

accomplish some of her goals for reading instruction despite the limited opportunity to 

teach.   

 Though Anna had well-developed lessons for her reading instruction with 

attention to a purpose for each day’s lesson (reflective journal, 5/14/10), because of the 

unstructured student teaching placement she found herself in, there was less attention to a 

big picture, a trajectory for the lessons she was teaching.  For example, in a lesson where 

she introduces identifying facts versus opinions, something Anna recognized as an 

important standard for her fifth grade students, though she wasn’t sure where to take the 

lesson after the introduction. This lesson came the day after her introduction to 

biographies, discussed above: 

 Anna invites students to come up front.  ‘Can you guys all join me on the 

carpet please?’  Students noisily head to the carpet in the front of the room, Anna 

sitting on a chair.  This transition takes about a minute and a half, and then Anna 

gets the group started with the lesson. 

Anna:  Ok. So yesterday, what did we do? 

Student 1:  We did book share and we got papers.  And we, yeah. 
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Student 2:  We did the 5 minutes. 

Anna:  Reading, right?  Samantha, what three books did you look at? 

Samantha:  I actually looked at two books.  Helen Keller and Dorothy Dandridge. 

 Anna takes a few more examples of the biographies students read the 

previous day.  A few students offer what they learned from their five minutes with 

each book. 

Anna:  You only had five minutes and you learned all of that? 

Daniel:  I read the back. 

Anna: Wow, Daniel.  That’s really smart.  There is one thing that biographies do 

that you need to think about while you’re reading.  Sometimes biographies 

include opinions but they’ll make them out to be facts.  Like George Washington 

was the best, coolest, smartest president ever.  Is that a fact? 

Students: No. 

Anna: So I want you to think right now what is one fact that you have about 

yourself and one opinion you have about yourself.  You have ten seconds.  Now, 

turn and tell your neighbor. 

 Anna takes examples of students’ facts and opinions, though they are 

having trouble distinguishing facts from opinions.  Kids get chatty and are 

moving around the room.  Anna says, ‘All of this side talk, I don’t understand. I 

think we’re having trouble figuring this out. Let’s talk about it more.  Facts are 

things you can look in a book.  Things you can prove.’  Anna takes a few more 

examples, but students still are naming opinions mostly instead of facts.  Anna 
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sends the students back to their desks with a worksheet asking students to identify 

one fact and one opinion from their biographies.  Students head back to their 

desks and begin to work quietly. (field notes and audio file, 4/16/10) 

When I asked in a later interview whether her fact and opinion lesson I observed fit into a 

larger scope, she responded, “That’s a good one.  Not as much as I would have liked it to 

have” (interview, 5/19/10).  Anna recognized this weakness, and had been looking to her 

cooperating teacher to help provide the bigger framework for her instruction.  “I’ve felt 

sort of like I was picking things out to teach, and I really would have liked it to have 

been, she could have said, ‘This is what we’ve gone through this year, and now I need 

you to hit these points.’  And I was just sort of looking at standards and finding things to 

teach.  So I tried to make it as thematic as I could, but I don’t know” (interview, 4/16/10).  

Anna’s thoughts were shared again in response to her lesson on author’s purpose, when 

she stated, “It would have been nice to have continued reinforcing so that they would, 

you know, remember when they’re reading that they should read it critically” (interview, 

5/19/10). 

 Anna shared on several occasions that conferencing about students’ reading was 

an important aspect of reading instruction.  Yet she did not take opportunities that she 

could have in order to accomplish this goal.  During independent work time, Anna 

seemed unsure of what to do as a teacher who focused on conferencing with students 

about their reading progress (field notes, 4/16/10; 5/14/10; 5/19/10).  For example, in the 

following observation field note excerpt of a conference with a student, after she opens 

the conference, she appears uncertain of how to follow up: 
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Students are pretty quiet now, with most students finished with the fact/opinion 

sheet.  Most students have begun reading their biography selection for 

independent reading. Anna is sitting in a desk, reading a biography.  A student 

comes over to ask her a question.  Anna gets up and moves to sit down next to a 

girl reading independently. Anna whispers to the student, ‘What are you reading 

about?’ The student starts talking about the book, pointing to the cover (I can’t 

hear what they are talking about). After the student finishes talking, Anna tells 

her, ‘Good job’ and gets up to circulate the room. (field notes, 4/16/10) 

Most often, Anna circulated the room answering student questions or sat quietly during 

this time (field notes, 4/16/10; 5/19/10), or read independently from a text example of the 

genre under study (field notes, 4/16/10; 5/14/10).   

 At my first observation during her student teaching placement (4/16/10), Anna did 

sit down with one student to ask about their reading (field notes, 4/16/10).  However, the 

conversation centered only on a summary of what the student was reading (field notes, 

4/16/10), and when Anna described wanting to conduct conferences with students, it was 

to allow her to “check in with them on their understanding, on what I’m telling them.  

Monitoring some successes” (interview, 4/16/10).  Possible reasons for this disconnect 

between desire to and practice in the area of conferencing could be due to the 

unstructured nature of Anna’s student teaching placement.  Though she wished to be able 

to engage students in reading conferences, there was not a precedence for this in her 

cooperating teacher’s classroom, and this left her unable to put that practice into action 

during her student teaching. 
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 In summary, Anna came to understand several aspects of reading instruction that 

she knew to be important for her students.  In terms of structure, Anna believed that read 

aloud, mini-lesson, independent practice, guided reading and conferencing, and a closing 

was the most effective structure for reading instruction.  Anna was able to incorporate 

some of these structures into her reading instruction.  Another aspect of reading 

instruction that was important to Anna, time to practice, was achieved during independent 

reading.  And Anna conveyed that for the most part, her students were engaged, a third 

theme that came up through all Anna’s interviews throughout the year.  Anna also 

struggled with several aspects of her reading instruction.  She would have liked more of a 

scope and sequence for the year to guide her instruction, which would have helped with 

planning for broader purposes for her lessons.  And though Anna would have liked the 

opportunity to conduct individual conferences with students, she did not do so during her 

reading instruction.  

 Preservice Teacher: Lilly.  Like Anna, there were aspects of the model of 

instruction from Lilly’s 3rd grade student teaching placement with which she did not 

agree.  For example, she expressed a divergent opinion from her cooperating teacher with 

the use of worksheets and a lack of independent reading, shared above.  And in some 

small ways, which I will describe in Chapter 6, she was able to adapt language arts and 

guided reading to better fit her beliefs about effective instruction.  In this section, I will 

share a description and interpretation of what Lilly did during her language arts and 

guided reading time while student teaching in Mrs. Baker’s classroom.   
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 In Mrs. Baker’s 3rd grade class, literacy was split between language arts and 

guided reading.  Language arts occurred first thing in the morning with Mrs. Baker’s 

homeroom, and made use of the basal series.  The purpose of language arts was to target 

reading skills such as main idea and author’s purpose to go along with the weekly 

selection.  Guided reading and intervention happened in the afternoons.  Students were 

ability grouped into guided reading groups, and most students left the classroom to work 

in other classrooms with teachers or paraprofessionals. Lilly described that during guided 

reading time, “we read a book and have response questions.  So they’re really just 

focusing on their reading and comprehending their reading” (interview, 4/8/10).  For 

intervention, Lilly said, “we focus on the facts and smarts of the reading19, so author’s 

purpose, genre type more of the literary component” (interview, 4/8/10).  Students may or 

may not be assigned to an intervention group, though the group remained intact if they 

switched teachers for guided reading and intervention (informal conversation, 4/8/10).  

Though I asked how students were assigned to these two groups and about more specifics 

of the content, Lilly was not sure.  She said, “I haven’t really inquired” (interview, 

5/12/10).   

 Lilly’s focus on helping students be comfortable in their reading led her to have 

students read text silently before reading out loud in groups.  For example, in a lesson on 

a book about renewable and nonrenewable resources, Lilly asks students to read silently 

and then read aloud: 

                                                
19 Lilly described the “smarts of reading” as similes, metaphors, and analogies. 
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Lilly: What I’d like you to do right now, is we’ve read silently and then together 

through page 11.  Starting on page 12, it talks about recycling.  I’d like you guys 

to start there reading silently to ourselves to page 13.   

Lara: Wait what about…? 

Lilly: Don’t worry about the packet right now.  Just read silently and then we’ll 

share with each other. [Lilly sits quietly while students read independently.  She 

looks at her lesson plan and then drinks some coffee.] Is everyone done?  Ok, let’s 

go back and read on page 12 together.  (field notes and audio file, 4/8/10) 

Lilly described this practice during our second interview, “Before we read out loud in our 

guided reading group, they all read to themselves first so they know, so it’s not like 

they’re reading on the fly…and then we read it as a group” (interview, 4/8/10).  When I 

asked her where she had learned to do that, she said:  

Mrs. Baker had mentioned [using this practice]. In [reading instructor]’s course to 

be honest, I don’t really remember learning that strategy.  I know she [my 

university instructor] taught against the robin reading, round reading, but yet I feel 

that it’s ok to do that if you make it comfortable for the kids and not making them 

feel like, I don’t know, I’m at a loss of words, making it embarrassing for them in 

front of their peers. (interview, 4/8/10) 

So in this case, Lilly articulated a practice that her methods instructor had cautioned the 

class against, but due perhaps to the model of her cooperating teacher or perhaps her own 

beliefs from her own schooling, she decided this was a practice she wanted to incorporate 

into her teaching.  In fact, during each of my observations of her guided reading 
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instruction, she had students read text independently and then as a whole group (field 

notes, 4/8/10; 4/28/10; 5/12/10). 

 For Lilly’s guided reading group, she selected texts to read as a group based on 

the group’s overall reading level.  The students in this group had been placed in Level M, 

based on Fountas and Pinnell’s (2007) Benchmark Assessment System, used school-wide 

for student placement in guided reading groups.  The texts Lilly chose to use came from 

the school’s guided reading library, which had multiple copies of each text along with a 

teacher’s guide with reproducible worksheets.  Lilly started by using these worksheets, 

but then created her own to use, saying that the worksheets were “boring to them.  So I 

made graphic organizers and this time we did a KWL chart.  So I tried to differentiate it a 

little bit” (interview, 5/12/10). 

 Instructional Practices Observed.  For the observation utilizing the KWL chart, 

Lilly’s guided reading group was reading a nonfiction text titled, I Pledge Allegiance. In 

this lesson, students worked through a packet containing sections for vocabulary words, 

as well as a KWL chart.  Here is an excerpt from my field notes from that observation: 

Lilly asks students to summarize what they had read the previous day.  Students 

are very chatty and off-topic in the group today. After taking examples of the 

summary from several students, students take turns reading aloud from the section 

they had read the previous day.  When students get to a page about the original 

pledge, Lilly asks students to read the next page silently.  

Lilly:  First read it in your head.  

Student:  That’s a little hard because it’s different.  
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Lilly:  It is a little bit different from what we say today.  

 After discussing the differences between the original and the current 

pledge, Lilly reads a section out loud and then asks a student to read aloud.  When 

they get to the section defining pledge, Lilly asks students to write down the word 

pledge and what they think it means in their packet.  (field notes, 5/12/10) 

Each observation I completed of Lilly’s guided reading was centered on a nonfiction text.  

She said she chose nonfiction, “because they really like nonfiction and it really engages 

them in” (interview, 5/20/10).  In each guided reading class, students would read silently 

for a section of text, and then students would take turns reading aloud for the group (field 

notes, 4/8/10; 4/28/10; 5/12/10; 5/20/10).  

 For the intervention group, Lilly said, “I like to cover the smarts, like similes, 

metaphors, analogies, all the different figurative language type things” (interview 

5/12/10).  One of the intervention groups I observed, Lilly planned a lesson around 

homophones.   

Lilly: Who knows what a homophone is? 

Student 1:  Two words that sound the same but have two different, that are spelled 

different.  Like deer dear. 

 Student explains the difference between deer and dear.  Students want to 

share more examples, ‘I know another one!’  Lilly takes a few examples of 

homophones, and then introduces the picture book Dear Deer20.   Lilly reads the 

book aloud and tells students, ‘If you want extra credit, create a homophone of 

                                                
20 Dear Deer: A Book of Homophones (Barretta, 2007).   
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your own. One sentence with your homophones.’ (field notes and audio file, 

5/12/10) 

Lilly said in an interview later that day that she chose to do this lesson because the 

students had difficulty with them on Monday of that week, so when she came across the 

Dear Deer book, she thought she could, “review the homophones with them and help 

them kind of understand what the difference between a homophone and an analogy, a 

grammar analogy” (interview, 5/12/10), something I observed the class studying in 

language arts (field notes, 5/12/10). 

 Unlike Anna’s situation, Lilly and Mrs. Baker talked regularly about what she 

would cover in language arts and guided reading and intervention group.  Together, they 

would map out a week of lessons.  Lilly said, “She’s been great and really helpful 

providing me with ideas and stuff that I can use in the guided reading groups” (interview, 

4/8/10).  She found herself collaborating with the other third grade teachers and their 

student teachers (in all, three of the four third grade teachers at Maple Ridge Elementary 

had student teachers in spring 2010.  Though this situation seems unusual, Lilly did not 

discuss the experience of working closely with other student teachers again in her 

interviews).  She especially found it helpful to talk regularly with the other student 

teachers, “because my colleagues and I have gone through the same program at RU” 

(interview, 5/12/10).  In addition to the input of Mrs. Baker and conversations with 

colleagues, Lilly also consulted the state standards for language arts, and used the basal 

reader curriculum as a guide (interview, 4/8/10). 
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 Despite her collaborations with Mrs. Baker and other teachers, when Lilly was 

scheduled to take over full time in her student teaching, she was not feeling ready.  She 

had not yet taught a math class, and wasn’t feeling like she had received enough direction 

from her cooperating teacher, Mrs. Baker.  She asked to push back her full-time teaching 

for an additional week in order to take over a few math lessons with more guidance from 

Mrs. Baker.  When explaining this situation, Lilly echoed her expectation from the first 

interview to hold students accountable when she said, “With my cooperating teacher, 

she's a very good teacher.  And she expects from her kids a lot, but I'm not that type of 

person.  Like I do hold them responsible to the work that I give them, but at the same 

time, like, I wasn't being properly, I feel that I wasn't being properly trained to [take over 

the class] full time” (interview, 5/12/10).   She asked to take over a math class twice for 

the next week to give it a try, and then proceeded with full time teaching the week 

following that. 

 Based on her experience in Mrs. Baker’s third grade classroom, Lilly came to 

believe that third grade reading was “a lot of guided practice and instruction with the 

students.  And I think third grade students are still exploring what kinds of genres they 

like” (interview, 5/20/10).  She believed that with instruction, “a lot of it is, I think, 

monitoring on the teacher’s part.  You can’t just have the kids explore on their own 

because they won’t.  And maybe they don’t know how.  So a lot of it, I’ve been putting in 

time helping kids not only with the genres but understanding the story too” (interview, 

5/20/10).  In this case, it appears that Lilly defined monitoring as observing student 

behavior in a more teacher-directed manner, rather than in the more loose definition of 
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facilitating students’ independent work. During her guided reading groups, students were 

led through the reading of all texts, reading silently and then aloud, with Lilly interjecting 

questions throughout to help students’ literal comprehension.  An example comes in the 

lesson I observed using a book on renewable and nonrenewable resources: 

Lilly asks students, ‘What are some nonrenewable resources?’ Students suggest 

stuffed animals, chalk, pencils, food, and Styrofoam. Lilly follows these 

suggestions with, ‘Let’s look back at page 6.  I’ll read the first two sentences.’  

Lilly reads the definition of nonrenewable resources from the text.  Asks for more 

suggestions: buttons, milk.  ‘Some of the ones I wrote down that I’d like you to 

include are gold, coal, oil.’ (field notes and audio file, 4/8/10) 

Lilly went on to say that she expected her third graders to be able to answer literal 

questions, be able to find main idea, the author’s purpose, and summarize text, which are 

skills she focused on in her instruction (interview, 5/20/10).  I observed a guided reading 

lesson on each of these skills during her student teaching (field notes, 4/8/10; 4/28/10; 

5/12/10). 

 Similar to Anna, Lilly acknowledged her limitations in adapting instructional 

methods when I asked what she’d like to know more about. Lilly replied, “Well, just how 

do you, like for example, there’s a girl in my guided reading group that just reads it. ‘Oh 

I’m done.’ ‘No, you’re not.’ So then I give her the fluency phone21…and that helps.  But 

I just feel like there’s another way to help her than using a fluency phone, and I don’t 

know what that is” (interview, 5/12/10).  Lilly’s over reliance on the use of the fluency 

                                                
21 A fluency phone was a piece of PVC elbow pipefitting that students use as a telephone.  Students whisper-read into 
one end and the sound of their reading is magnified into their ear at the other end. 



 

 176 

phone as a means of helping students she perceived as not progressing reflects what 

Snow et al. (2005) referred to as situated, can-do procedural knowledge.  Lilly could 

recognize that there was an issue at play, but had limited instructional strategies to help 

students for whom the normal course of practice does not work.   

 This was also in evidence when she talked about how she worked with advanced 

or less-skilled readers:   

That’s a good question, because I, really, for the readers who really excel in 

reading, I don’t know what to do for them…because the kids who excel in reading 

are just very, very excelled, like sixth grade reading.  And then for the kids who 

struggle, we have some picture books in our classroom.  So just kind of helping 

them along and right now, there isn’t anything in place for keeping track of how 

this student’s doing. (interview, 5/12/10) 

She stated that she hoped that wherever she got a job, the school district had professional 

development in the area of literacy. “I hope that there’s a system in place that has 

continuing ed classes for literacy, for reading, because I think with the reading and 

writing and literacy and language arts and all that fun stuff, I think it really benefits 

students because they use it in all subject areas” (interview, 5/20/10).  Lilly recognized 

that though she had learned a great deal during her initial licensure program at RU, there 

was still more for her to learn.  She lacked a range of pedagogical methods in her literacy 

instruction to meet the needs of all students in her class.  She hoped for additional support 

when she secured a teaching position. 
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 In summary, Lilly was able to plan lessons that attended to areas she and Mrs. 

Baker wanted to focus on in guided reading, such as author’s purpose and finding main 

ideas.  She helped her students become comfortable with their reading by having them 

read silently before reading aloud in the group, and though she never seemed at ease with 

herself in front of the group, which could have been part of why she asked to push back 

her full-time student teaching, her students followed her directions and were able to 

complete the tasks that she set up for them (reflective journal, 5/15/10).  Lilly knew she 

had more to learn and felt confident that “that [expertise] comes with practice and 

teaching” (interview, 5/20/10).  

First-Year Teachers: Classroom Practice 

 First-Year Teacher: Nora.  My observations of Nora indicated that she did not 

seem to have a regular structure to her reading class. For the most part, Nora led her 4th 

grade reading class from the front of the room, and focused on spelling and vocabulary.  

Spelling and vocabulary were clearly important to Nora, as when I asked her what she 

hoped her students would say at the end of the year about reading with her, she replied, “I 

would hope they would say, ‘I remember all my vocab words.  I remember going through 

all my vocab words and all the spelling and vocab practice that I’ve done” (interview, 

9/17/09).  She went on to say that she hoped they remembered her read alouds, which she 

had mentioned earlier in the interview as what she remembered from her own elementary 

reading experience, and “I think that what I would want them to carry with them, because 

then it would really portray, I would know that they would love reading as much as I do, 

that they would pick up on that” (interview, 9/17/09).   



 

 178 

 Nora talked a lot about giving students time to read, that her students loved 

reading and begged her for more time to read, however my observations did not indicate 

that her students were reading independently or favored reading as an activity.  There 

were two instances in the 10 observations I conducted when students were responsible for 

reading during language arts: when students partner-read a selection (field notes, 

12/7/09), and again when students read aloud a selection round-robin style (field notes, 

5/10/10).   For example, here is an example from the partner-reading lesson: 

Nora: Take out your blue reading book.  Look at the table of contents.  Who can 

tell me what page the story ‘The Stranger22’ is on? 

Student: 272. 

Nora: Turn to page 272.  I would like you to do a little quick picture walk, check 

out the pictures, bold headings, anything that helps us predict what this story is 

about. 

 Nora gives students a minute to look at the story and then takes students’ 

predictions without comment.  Nora then reads the introduction to the story. 

Nora:  I’m going to put you with a partner, and you are going to partner-read, 

sitting knee-to-knee with your books on your laps. 

 Nora puts students into their partners and looks through students’ morning 

work as they’re reading, then moves to computer desk.  After students finish 

reading, Nora has students go back to their desks and plays the selection on audio 

cd and has students follow along. (field notes and audio file, 12/7/09) 

                                                
22 Van Allsburg, C. (1986). The stranger. Orlando, FL: Houghton Mifflin. 
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This observation led me to look more closely at what was happening during reading 

class.  When I asked her about her reading instruction, she replied, “We usually do a 

story a week.  And then there is, our unit usually focuses on one type of grammar…and 

there’s a spelling test with the words that go along with the story.  And sometimes they 

read it in partners, sometimes in small groups.  I like to switch it up” (interview, 2/10/10).  

It is unclear the rationale Nora used to change the methods for texts, whether it was to 

meet student needs or because she thought that reading instruction was a series of 

activities to be completed.  In her third interview, she talked about her year as a reading 

teacher: 

I think of myself as a good reading teacher.  As the year has gone on, I’ve been 

able to incorporate more things.  We started doing small reading groups, and 

we’ve done plays, and we’ve done things for ourself and in groups and in pairs 

and everything.  So, as the year has gone on, I’ve been able to pull more stuff just 

with knowing what works best for these kids. (interview, 5/10/10) 

Here it seems again that Nora may view reading instruction as a series of activities, rather 

than seeing reading instruction as the development of particular skills using the structure 

of various activities. 

 Instructional Practices Observed. As I analyzed field notes, reflective journal 

entries, listened again to my audio files of her reading instruction, I saw very little 

evidence of these reading activities of groups and pairs and even independent reading in 

her practice.  I did observe a focus on vocabulary and spelling, which she noted as goals 

for herself in our first interview.  For example, during my second observation, Nora had 
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her students play vocabulary bingo using the words from the selection they were reading 

that week. 

Nora passes out worksheets for vocabulary bingo and gives directions.  Nora 

works at her computer for 15 minutes as students fill out the cards.  Students chat 

quietly as they fill out their cards and wait to begin the game.  Nora gives the 

directions, and begins reading definitions…  Game finishes 35 minutes later.  

Nora gives candy to all students at the end. (field notes, 10/21/10) 

When I asked Nora about when she felt most confident in her reading instruction, she 

replied:  

Probably when we’re talking about vocabulary words.  With our reading series, 

there’s a powerpoint that goes along with our Smart board.  And those are really 

helpful with the kids…and I don’t know, I think helping them look up those 

words and know their meanings, write sentences about the meanings and doing 

multiple worksheets and everything, really helping them.  I’ve seen them come a 

long way with their vocabulary this year. (interview, 5/10/10) 

During most of my observations, Nora introduced vocabulary (field notes, 12/7/09; 

2/10/10) or assessed vocabulary (field notes, 9/17/09; 10/21/09; 1/7/10; 5/10/10).  When 

Nora introduced spelling words, she used the powerpoint slides created by a reading 

teacher in the district for all teachers to use.  She showed the slide, read the word, had 

students guess the meaning, shared the meaning on the slide, and provided additional 

discussion about the meaning (field notes, 12/7/09; 2/10/10).  
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 Nora spent one of the class sessions I observed leading students through a practice 

state standardized assessment (3/30/10), as the state assessments were coming up in the 

next few weeks. For her state assessment prep lesson I observed, Nora read the selection 

aloud, and lead students through answering each question (field notes, 3/30/10).  

Following is an example of Nora’s standardized assessment preparation lesson from my 

field notes: 

Nora passes out a pen and the sample assessment.  She tells students to rip the text 

page apart from the second sheet, the answer key.  Nora sits at her computer and 

reads the passage ‘Bats’ out loud.  After reading the passage out loud, she gives 

students a few minutes to answer the questions.  When students finish, Nora reads 

the first question out loud.  Asks a student to answer, ‘David, what do you think?’ 

David answers B (which is incorrect).  Nora repeats his answer, and says, ‘Is that 

right? Did it say anything about that in the poem?’  Another student provides the 

correct answer, and Nora follows up with, ‘Where did you find that answer?’ 

(field notes, 3/30/10)  

Before this observation, Nora had discussed the importance she placed on preparing 

students for the state standardized assessments.  “With all our AYP stuff, I feel like we’re 

just being pulled into, are they comprehending, are they understanding? Are they working 

on this vocab?  Do they know what ‘summarize’ means? Do they know what ‘infer’ 

means?  Do they know?  So we’re just building vocabulary and understanding 

[vocabulary]” (interview, 2/10/10).  To accomplish this practice, she lead them trough 

sample passages and questions in lessons like the one described above. 
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 Throughout our interviews, Nora talked a lot about the lack of resources she felt 

she had in her position, and that this prevented her from teaching the way she’d like to be 

teaching.  The fourth grade at Fitzgerald was a bigger class than the other grades; she had 

been hired as an additional position to lower class sizes.  Because of this, there were 

fewer resources for her versus the other 4th grade teachers.  She was given an additional 

teacher’s manual and student texts, but did not have many of the supplemental resources 

that went along with the basal reading materials.  She said: 

Nora: Since this is a new position and I didn’t take over for anyone, I didn’t 

inherit things.  So what I have is what I have. 

 Catherine: In terms of books and… 

Nora:  Books and manipulatives and you name it.  There’s not much that I have. 

(interview, 9/17/09) 

Nora brought up a lack of materials again in our second interview when I asked if she 

was teaching the way she’d like to be teaching reading: 

Nora: I wish I had a few more resources, resources to go with the, the curriculum. 

Catherine:  So, by resources, what do you mean? 

Nora:  Just books at level, below level, above level.  I don't have those because 

this is the extra manual. (interview, 2/10/10) 

She talked about her student teaching placement, and how she had many resources 

available to her, which allowed her to do things she couldn’t do at Fitzgerald.  “I just had 

so many resources there, I could do so much” (interview, 9/17/09).   
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 In our initial interview, Nora discussed how she used the Smart board for most of 

her teaching, and that she thought that technology was not a strength in the preparation 

program at RU.  However, I did not see her utilize the Smart board except for one 

observation, for two different activities.  She used the Smart board to show the 

powerpoint slides of vocabulary words from the selection in the basal text created by the 

reading teacher in the district (field notes, 2/10/10).  During the same class, Nora used the 

Smart board for a compare/contrast lesson using a Venn diagram (field notes, 2/10/10). 

 The lesson that I videotaped and we discussed was a compare/contrast lesson 

using a Venn diagram.  Nora stated that the purpose of the lesson was to compare and 

contrast, something that they had done the previous week, and the students needed some 

more practice with compare/contrast.  “And so I said, ok, let’s do this again, to kind of 

make that point across” (interview, 2/10/10).  She said that since concepts in the basal 

series come up throughout the year, she thought she would cover compare/contrast, but 

using a Venn diagram, something she found on the Internet.   

Nora: Who remembers what type of diagram we used a couple of days ago to 

organize our information? 

Student 1:  A bar graph? 

Nora:  We used a bar graph a couple of days ago, but what other diagram did we 

use? 

Student 2:  It had circles.   

Nora:  It had circles. What did those circles look like?  Kinda like this? (Nora 

draws a Venn diagram using the Smartboard.)  Do you know what this is called? 
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Student 3: A Venn diagram. 

Nora: A Venn diagram.  They help us compare two things.  They help us contrast 

two different things.  

 Nora leads students to compare and contrast two boys in the class, using 

the Venn diagram drawn on the Smartboard. (field notes and audio file, 2/10/10) 

Nora wasn’t immediately sure how she would assess the lesson when I asked for this 

information.  However, after a few moments she stated, “Maybe I’ll pull out the template 

and say, ‘what is this?  What did we use this for?’  If they’re able to say, ‘oh, to compare 

Brian and Isaiah,’ well, ‘what else did we do? We contrasted, we told about their 

differences too.’ And then I’ll know right there” (interview, 2/10/10).  When Nora had 

students share their independent Venn diagrams at the end of the class, she thought that 

they had done well.  She said, “I don’t think I have a big project or a huge goal in mind.  

It just kind of goes back to the test stuff, the test questions…do they know what compare 

means or that type of thing” (interview, 2/10/10).  Nora, like the preservice teachers, had 

objectives for her lessons, but lacked a bigger picture for her instruction.  Nora appeared 

to view reading instruction as a set of discreet activities, without attention to a larger 

scope of reading development for her students.  This is perhaps an indication that the RU 

preparation program may need to focus on how to fit individual lessons into larger units 

and into a larger scope for the school year – all in the service of the development of 

students’ reading. 
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 Nora made an interesting comment during our first interview, something that I did 

not note from any other participants.  She was talking about the emphasis on writing and 

journaling from her preservice program. 

I guess this being my first year I want to eventually do that, but I’m just trying to 

get caught up right now.  And really, there’s no time to prep all of that [writing 

curriculum].  And the fact is, I don’t know if I’m going to be in 4th grade again 

next year, so I’m kind of like, I don’t want to prep all of this and maybe it’ll be 

ready for the middle of the year, but then I’ll never be able to use it again.  So 

that’s where it gets kind of difficult to know how much work to do. (interview, 

9/17/09) 

As I thought about this comment and Nora’s comment about developing curriculum in 

preservice coursework as a waste of time (see comment from Chapter 4) – stated so early 

in the school year – I wondered what her vision of an ideal teaching situation would be.  

And I think for Nora, it meant having everything ready to go for the year, with little 

additional preparation and the knowledge that one would be at a grade level several years 

in a row.  Nora was concerned that her planning time be useful for her future teaching, as 

well as just for the current year of instruction. 

 This was evident in several informal conversations with Nora during my 

observations.  When I observed Nora, language arts class was after students came back 

from specialists, which was the first thing that happened in the morning.  As students 

trickled in from specialists, they had morning Daily Oral Language (DOL) work or math 

warm-ups on their desk to work on as they snacked.  Occasionally during this time, Nora 
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would come over to chat with me about how things were going for her.  During several of 

these informal conversations, Nora showed me the copies that she had already run off for 

future selection worksheets and tests, the work that the reading teacher had done with the 

vocabulary words, and the binders she was creating so she could do everything the same 

next year. 

 Intensive Analysis and Interpretation of Nora’s Classroom Practice.  I began the 

first-year teachers section with Nora because in many ways, her teaching mirrors the 

preservice teachers.  Her teaching was all whole group instruction, and very little reading 

happened in reading class.  The exceptions to this were the partner reading of a basal 

reader selection described above, and reading an article about Veteran’s Day before an 

assembly.  In this lesson, students read aloud round-robin style from the article: 

Nora passes out a packet about Veteran’s Day before their program put on by the 

5th grade students at Fitzgerald.  Nora talks about the different wars of US 

involvement, all the deaths, wounded, and injured.  She goes on to share that her 

dad is a veteran and asks students if they know someone who has served in a war.  

When a student doesn’t raise her hand, Nora says, ‘Maddy, I know you know 

someone, even if you don’t know that you do.  I know you do.’  Nora asks for 

volunteers to read aloud, telling students to, ‘Loud and clear so everyone can 

hear.’  Students take turn reading the Veteran’s Day packet aloud, with Nora 

asking questions throughout to help students with their literal comprehension of 

the article. (field notes, 11/11/09) 
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Nora did not deviate from the initial delivery of directions as instruction, and spent very 

little time working with students outside of her time in the front of the class (reflective 

journal, 4/10/10).  In fact, out of the roughly 1000 minutes I spent observing her reading 

class, she spent over 350 minutes sitting at her desk working on her computer while 

students were working silently at their desks on daily language, spelling, or vocabulary 

work, or taking selection tests from the basal reader curriculum materials.   Her students 

were compliant, silent workers on the workbook pages and tests in her reading class. 

 An interesting finding when examining Nora’s instruction is that her principal 

was supporting her in ways that may potentially undermine her development as a teacher. 

This is evidenced in our second interview, when Nora stated: 

She's [the principal] told me now multiple times that one, she hired me because I 

have been taught with best practices and a lot of the teachers here haven't, and so 

for in AYP, we need to move to best practices and we need to change what we're 

doing and how we're doing it, and that yes, I am a first year teacher but she wants 

me to speak up and say my opinions on things, and she values my opinions 

because it is what we're supposed to be moving to and doing, and she understands 

that.  It's hard for a lot of the old teachers, and I'll probably get you know grief for 

it, but I don't know, it's just, it's interesting. (interview, 2/10/10) 

I do not know what the principal said directly to Nora, nor do I know what the principal 

had seen of Nora’s practice.  And I only observed Nora during reading/language arts, 

leaving a large portion of the day that I never witnessed.  Nora could very well have 

presented herself to the principal in a way that touted her background in best practices, 
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rather than the principal being the one to put forth those observations.  When I asked her 

mid-year how she thought the year was going, she replied: 

Nora: I feel successful by one, I’m doing everything I should be doing.  But I 

want to push myself and take it farther, to be a better teacher.  And right now, a 

person might look at it and go, ‘You’re doing a great job.  You’re doing 

everything you’re supposed to be doing.  You’re doing a great job.’ 

Catherine:  And just to clarify, what do you mean when you say, ‘doing 

everything you’re supposed to be doing?’ Based on… 

Nora:  Like following the manual.  Following everything there. (interview, 

2/10/10) 

It is unclear whether successful teaching as following the basal reading manual was a 

perspective Nora brought with her to the classroom, or whether that was how successful 

teaching was measured at Fitzgerald.  In either case, it is interesting to note Nora’s 

equating successful teaching with progress through the material rather than linked to 

student learning.  

 In summary, as I discussed above, Nora’s comments about her reading instruction 

did not always coincide with what I observed.  She felt that she was doing everything she 

was supposed to be doing to teach reading effectively, and I observed her using the basal 

reader, vocabulary workbooks, and grammar workbooks that went with the curriculum 

(field notes, 9/17/09; 10/21/09; 12/7/09; 1/7/10; 2/10/10; 5/10/10). Her goals showed 

through more when I asked what fourth grade reading consisted of in our final interview. 

“What is fourth grade reading?  It’s everything from spelling and understanding the 
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definitions of the spelling words that are incorporated in our reading story, to our 

vocabulary words, writing.  It’s everything in language arts all put together towards 

reading” (interview, 5/10/10).  However, when I asked how fourth grade students best 

learn, she said, “Practice, most certainly.  Practicing in many different ways. In small 

reading groups, reading individually, reading out loud” (interview, 5/10/10).  Nora 

reported that her students’ reading test scores showed significant growth from fall to 

spring, so while test scores are only one measure of academic achievement, something 

was working for these students.  However, Nora would benefit from sustained and 

systematic professional dialogue and modeling of effective reading practice, as I would 

advocate for all first year teachers. 

 First-Year Teacher: Julia. For Julia, 3rd grade reading was taking skills learned in 

the primary grades and beginning to apply them to more challenging text, focusing on 

comprehension.  She believed that students learned these reading processes best through 

modeling and practice.  I discussed in Chapter 4 that modeling was an important concept 

for instruction that she learned through her coursework and practicum at RU, and this 

translated into her practice.  During my first observation of Julia’s teaching, Julia 

modeled what partner reading looked like with a student, then created a poster that they 

put on the wall of what partner reading looked and sounded like, had students practice in 

pairs as a group and share what they had done, and then had pairs go off to try it on their 

own (field notes, 9/16/09).  Here is an excerpt from that lesson: 

Julia: We are going to practice partner reading today.  How many of you have 

done partner reading before? (several students raise their hands).  I need someone 
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to come up here and show me what it looks like if you are going to be partner 

reading.  (Two students, a boy and a girl, volunteer to model partner reading.  

They move up to the front of the room.)  The rest of you, I want you to watch 

very carefully and then we are going to write down together what we see.  We are 

going to use all our senses.  We’re going to use our eyes and we’re going to use 

our ears.  (The volunteers sit facing each other with their books on their laps, and 

take turns reading the story.)  What did we see, boys and girls, when Damien and 

Vanessa were partner reading?  (Julia makes a T chart on chart paper, and writes 

down what partner reading looks like and sounds like.) (field notes and audio file, 

9/16/09) 

When I asked her in our interview how she developed that lesson, she replied that she had 

observed a similar lesson during her second grade practicum.  

 Julia’s reading class was structured around guided reading groups and 

independent work. At the beginning of the year, Julia was concerned about how to group 

for guided reading. “That’s my biggest concern and question right now, how do you 

make those groups…I feel like I know what it is and how it’s done in the book.  Applying 

it, even though I did it last year in student teaching, it’s a whole different world when it’s 

your own class and it’s the beginning of the year” (interview, 9/16/09).  By my second 

observation, Julia had her groups up and running, and she talked about this in our second 

interview in February.  At that point in the year, she said, “I really do like how my guided 

reading groups are going.  I really like working with them in small groups and getting to 

listen to each of them read and work with one individually and then do a small lesson 
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with each group” (interview, 2/16/10).  Julia lacked schema for how to do the work of 

assessing and placing students into guided reading groups, and was unsure how to apply 

the theory into her classroom.  That said, Julia developed a plan for creating guided 

reading groups, and had them running by October.  

 Julia was particularly concerned at the start of the school year about being faced 

with a third grade class of students with widely varied skills in reading.  She stated: 

We learned how to teach beginning readers pretty well, um, but I don't, I guess 

that's where I'm struggling, I don't know where to teach a range…I feel like the 

literacy block was a little bit more focused on the young young students.  So even 

third grade, like I said, I have this huge spread, and I can work with the young and 

I can work with the old, but I don't know how to mesh them all together and make 

it happen.  I don't know necessarily how to make accommodations and what's an 

appropriate accommodation for a student who can't read at the same level…I 

guess I don't know what to do with the whole group when they're all together and 

I've got such a wide range.  I think that was kinda missing and maybe that's why 

I'm feeling a little overwhelmed. (interview, 9/16/09) 

Similar to what we saw in the discussion of the RU preparation program in Chapter 4, 

Julia felt confident with emergent literacy theory and practice, but was less sure how 

literacy instruction worked for upper elementary students and the realities of a varied 

range of student needs.  By early October, Julia had set up her guided reading groups, and 

after a change in the structure of her reading class time, at mid-year Julia was meeting 
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with guided reading groups for roughly an hour and a half a day, with the other students 

working independently on reading and writing work.   

 Julia was concerned about meeting the needs of all of her students, something she 

did not feel she was able to do with the basal reader, but that she believed she was able to 

do in her guided reading instruction.  “I think it’s because [in guided reading] I’m able to 

focus on each student individually so I can really see what level they’re at and really 

work with them one-on-one.  And so they don’t get lost.  And I feel like that’s my chance 

to recognize each student each day and let them know that I’m doing something to help 

them” (interview, 5/5/10).  The structure of guided reading allowed Julia to understand 

and meet her students’ individual needs. 

 Instructional Practices Observed.  Julia spent an hour a day meeting with guided 

reading groups of 2-6 students. For example, in one guided reading group reading Shiny 

and Dull23, Julia had students read silently and then engaged them in a discussion. 

After calling the yellow group back, Julia passes out a copy of the book, a couple 

post-it notes and a pencil for each student. The students open to about the middle 

section of the book, so they must have been reading this the previous guided 

reading group.  As students read the assigned pages for the day silently, Julia asks 

students next to her to read aloud to her.  After students finish, Julia asks students 

for examples shiny and dull, ‘Tell me what we’ve learned about shiny versus 

dull?’ and students share examples of shiny and dull things from the book.  When 

she asks a student in the group, ‘What makes a car smooth and shiny?’ the student 

can’t remember.  Julia leads her in answering the question 
                                                
23 Royston, A. (2009). Shiny and dull. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 
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Julia: When you can look in the book and see what the answer is, is that a thick 

question or a thin question? 

Student 1: Thin question. 

Julia: That’s right.  This is a thin question, so that means you can find the answer 

right on the page.  So remember, if you don’t know the answer to a thin question, 

look back in the book.  What does the book say? 

Student 1: Paint. 

Julia: That’s right.  It says a car’s paint makes it smooth and shiny. (field notes 

and audio file, 11/18/09) 

While Julia was working with guided reading groups, the other students read 

independently or in partners, wrote in their reader response journals, or completed other 

writing activities.  Occasionally, Julia would pause between guided reading groups to 

individually redirect students working independently, but most often, students were 

engaged and on-task while she was working with her guided reading groups (field notes, 

10/23/09; 11/18/09; 12/16/09; 1/20/10; 2/16/10; 4/7/10; 5/5/10; reflective journal, 

1/21/10).   

 During guided reading groups, Julia often let her students choose the books they 

would read together. “A lot of times I go based on interest.  I let the kids choose 

something that they want to read” (interview, 2/16/10).  But even when students were not 

particularly interested in the text being read, Julia’s enthusiasm was infectious.  At my 

final observation, she was reading a book about the branches of government.  She started 

the group saying, “We learned so much great stuff yesterday, and today, we’re going to 
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continue with our note-taking and learning about our government.”  The students 

responded with a, “Yes!”  And I can’t be certain, but that may be one of the few times 

third graders have ever been excited to work with the branches of government (field 

notes, 5/5/10). 

 Julia was also concerned with preparing her students for the state assessments.  In 

our February interview, Julia said, “so the [state assessments] are coming up, and that’s 

pretty stressful.  ‘Cause I’m told over and over again that it is my name that goes on the 

paper.  It doesn’t, it’s not necessarily the kids that get in trouble, it’s the teacher that show 

if they’re passing their kids or not” (interview, 2/16/10).  She continued to use the basal 

reader materials as a guide.  “I still use the skill of the week just because those are a lot of 

the skills that show up on the [state assessments], so it’s important that they know them 

to pass” (interview, 2/16/10).  However, this did not factor significantly into her talk 

about her teaching at either of our other interviews.  Julia indicated she felt a lot of 

pressure to make sure her students passed the state assessments.  It seems that for Julia, 

preparing for the state assessments was something that required additional and different 

work than the regular instruction in her literacy class.    

 One area Julia did discuss being interested in working on was her knowledge of 

teaching phonics.  She said: 

I don’t really have resources to go to to help me with those students who need that 

help.  This school hasn’t really provided that resource either, as far as like a 

program that they use or a book that they refer to.  So that’s something I struggle 

with, as far as teaching actual reading of the word.  So with that I just kind of rely 
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back on practice and what I’ve kind of picked up on from other teachers. 

(interview, 2/16/10) 

Julia returned to this at our final interview.  She said, “I have a long ways to go.  I should 

have focused more on things like phonics with some of the lower groups” (interview, 

5/5/10). While I observed her helping students sound out words (1/20/10; 4/7/10), I did 

not otherwise observe her helping students with word work.  An example of this was 

when Julia worked one-on-one with one of the students who struggled with reading the 

most in her class. 

Julia listens to the student read out loud.  When she stops at a word, Julia prompts 

the student to sound out the word.  When the student still struggles with the word, 

Julia tells the student that the e at the end makes the vowel say its name.  Student 

does not correctly sound out the word, and Julia tells the student the word. (field 

notes, 4/7/10) 

Some of her students struggled significantly with decoding words (field notes, 12/16/09; 

1/20/10; 2/16/10; 4/7/10; 5/5/10), and I would agree that this would be an area that Julia 

needs some professional development. 

 At the beginning of the year, Julia shared that her goals for herself were to see 

every student improve in his or her reading, and for her students to be more responsible 

for themselves.  When reviewing these goals at the end of the year, she said that she had 

seen a big change in the independence of her students.  However, she was not as positive 

about meeting her goal for all students to make gains in their reading.  On some 

assessment measures, some of her students’ scores remained the same and some even 
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went down.  However, she stated, “when we do the fluency scores, I saw every single 

child improve.  So that was great” (interview, 5/5/10).  This concerned Julia.  She said, 

“There’s some students that as time has gone on, they are really just struggling with 

understanding.  And that bugs me, ‘cause I wish I knew how to fix it and I don’t” 

(interview, 5/5/10).  This is perhaps an additional indication that Julia, like Anna and 

Lilly, lacked stable procedural knowledge (Snow et al., 2005).  

 In summary, Julia focused on comprehension in her reading classes, and modeling 

and providing lots of time to practice to help her students improve as readers.  She was 

able to adapt her instruction in a way that she believed would help her students most.  She 

struggled to meet her students’ needs in the area of phonics, something she did not feel 

well prepared for through her coursework and practicum experiences at RU, and was 

trying to pick up from her colleagues.  And though she felt like she had a lot to learn, she 

was happy with the way her instruction evolved, and that each of her students improved 

in some way in their reading. 

 First-Year Teacher: Rebecca. Rebecca’s 6th grade language arts class was a 1 

hour, 45 minute language arts block, in which she focused most specifically on reading 

and literature analysis.  At Long Grove Elementary, the sixth grade team ability-grouped 

their language arts classes, and Rebecca was assigned the middle-ability group.  At the 

beginning of the year, Rebecca spent roughly half of the block correcting and assigning 

work out of the spelling, grammar, and vocabulary workbooks students had.  The other 

half of the block was spent reading, in literature circles, and whole group discussion.  In 

March, Rebecca’s class structure went through a radical change.  In Chapter 6, I will 
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explore some of this change in her instruction: why she felt strongly that she needed to 

change, what influenced the change, and how she felt after making the change.  Here, I 

share observations from Rebecca’s instruction and my analysis of her practice, as well as 

her talk about her lesson planning. 

 For her language arts class, Rebecca focused mostly on reading.  Her class was 

designed around genre study: during my observations throughout the year, Rebecca’s 

class worked on a historical fiction selection, an additional fiction selection from the 

anthology, a realistic fiction novel, a science fiction novel, poetry, and Greek mythology.  

Though technically a language arts class, covering reading and writing (and speaking and 

listening), Rebecca admitted that writing was not a focus for her instruction.  When she 

discussed the change to the Daily 5 framework (Boushey & Moser, 2006), which 

happened in February 2010 because of her dissatisfaction in the overemphasis on 

workbooks in her class, she said, “Writing is their favorite station.  Which before then, I 

never, maybe once or twice, gave them writing opportunities.  And only because they 

told me, ‘You have to do this writing.  You have to do “I Would Look Up To Writing24.”  

You have to do that.’  And that’s the only writing we did all the first three-fourths of the 

year” (interview, 5/13/10).  She said she would be sure to continue including more 

writing in the future.  She saw her students needing to express themselves through 

writing.  However, while she created space in her language arts structure for creative 

writing, direct instruction in writing remained neglected. 

                                                
24 This was an assignment all the 6th grade language arts teachers gave to their students.  In the assignment, students 
were to write about one person they looked up to and why. 
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 In planning, Rebecca relied significantly on the scope and sequence in the 

literature anthology (interview, 2/11/10).  In addition to the anthology, Rebecca planned 

several novel units of texts that had been taught before by other 6th grade teachers at 

Long Grove.  She tried different frameworks for each novel.  She described her novel 

studies during our second interview:  

It’s different for each novel.  I’ve made it different very deliberately.  You know, 

our first novel unit was read quite a bit, actually now that I think about it, a lot of 

my novel units have been more of a Daily 5 format.  They know my symbols go 

on the board: small group, individual, whole group, partners, what ever it is…My 

first one was just different types of worksheets for the whole thing.  And then my 

second novel was City of Ember [DuPrau, 2003] [and it was focused around] 

questions.  Just straight up questions for every two chapters.  And then Hatchet 

[Paulson, 1987] was student-led literature circles…and then this one has just been 

less questions and more enjoyment of the book. (interview, 2/11/10) 

Similar to Nora’s changes in instructional methods for texts, Rebecca had not settled on a 

framework for teaching novels that worked best.  As well, she perhaps was consciously 

intending to provide varied experiences with different texts.  

 Instructional Practices Observed.  During this last unit I observed a lesson that I 

discussed with Rebecca in detail and videotaped.  For the particular lesson I taped, 

Rebecca was leading a discussion on the end of the novel Bridge to Terabithia (Paterson, 

1977).  She said her purpose was to check basic understanding of the chapters and gauge 

how students felt at the end of the novel.  Her assessment for the lesson was through the 
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test the students were taking the next day.  “Hundred point test, friends. Don’t mess it up” 

(interview, 2/11/10).  An excerpt from the lesson that follows shows an example of 

Rebecca’s group discussion.   

Rebecca:  Let’s look at the climax triangle.  We did the whole rising action, and 

we all agree that the climax is, which was? 

Student 1:  Leslie’s death. 

Rebecca:  Leslie’s death.  We agree that that’s the climax.  What was the falling 

action? 

Student 2:  He thinks Leslie’s death is a dream. 

Rebecca:  He thinks Leslie’s death is a dream.  He was in one of those stages25.  

What did we call that?  She’s not dead, she’s going to come out.  She’s not dead. 

Student 3: Denial.  He doesn’t think she’s really dead. 

Rebecca: Denial.  Right.  He doesn’t think she’s really dead.  (Rebecca continues 

to prompt literal comprehension questions to get at the ending of the story, 

particularly about when Jess asks his younger sister May Belle to become queen 

of Terabitihia.)  How do you feel about that?   

Student 4:  It’s good for Terabithia to continue, even though Leslie died.  (Several 

other students give similar responses.) 

Rebecca:  If you’re upset about that, I want to hear from you too.  Dylan? 

Dylan:  She’s gonna tell everyone, so it’s not good. 

                                                
25 Rebecca had earlier in the lesson shared information on Kübler-Ross stages of grief from Kübler-Ross, E. (1969). On 
death and dying. New York: Routledge. 
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Rebecca:  Yeah, she’s just a mouthy snotty little kid.  She’s going to blab to 

everyone. (field notes and audio file, 2/11/10). 

When we watched her teaching together, she noticed a few things, particularly in the 

section described above.  She said: 

Rebecca: That’s one thing that I notice, that I talk over them.  And that’s been 

drawn to my attention, and I try not to. 

Catherine: When you say talk over, what…? 

Rebecca: Like repeat what they said.  That was my last AYP coordinator too, 

she’s like, ‘You have to let them own what they said and let them, let that be their 

statement, not rephrase it.  Let them own it.’ (interview, 2/11/10) 

While watching, Rebecca also noted her frustration at a point in the discussion. “See, and 

at this point, I kept asking the question without, without saying more of what I wanted.  

So they kept giving the wrong answer, and the wrong answer, and the wrong answer.  

And I guess I never clarified more of what I wanted.  And then I ended up giving them 

the answer” (interview, 2/11/10).  She did not add more about what she would do with 

this knowledge of watching herself, but Rebecca did say at the end of the year that 

something she learned about sixth graders was that they still needed instruction, which I 

discuss in Chapter 6.  Perhaps this activity, in some small way, helped influence that 

revelation. 

 Rebecca decided she needed to make language arts more engaging for her 

students, which prompted a change in her instruction mid-year.  A lesson in May was a 
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good example of her new approach.  Students were studying mythology, and students 

chose a Greek god or goddess to study and write a report.   

Rebecca invites students to the front of the room, now open with desks pushed to 

the outside with room for a large rug for kids to sit on the floor.  Rebecca tells the 

students they’ll have two rounds of independent work for half an hour each, and 

then they’ll play Word Rummy26.  Students come to the front of the room, and 

Rebecca reads aloud about Hades from the Greek Mythology text, checking 

understanding on certain vocab words such as stagnant and kin.  After reading, 

Rebecca asks what they learned about Hades, and takes several responses.  

Rebecca then sends groups of students to the board to self-select what they will be 

working on for round one (independent reading, partner reading, or writing).  

Rebecca writes down their choices on a clipboard, and then sits with a student 

reading independently on the floor. (field notes, 5/13/10). 

This was the first observation that I had observed Rebecca reading aloud to students, and 

was also the first observation where students had some choice in the activity of the lesson 

(field notes, 5/13/10).  While she never came out and said explicitly that engagement was 

her motivation for the change, she said: 

So with the student-driven choice, I feel like not only do they know what’s 

expected of them, they look forward to having that choice.  And yeah, there are 

days where they screw around and I know it, but you know, they just seem to be a 

lot easier class to handle than [when I tried] to tell them to sit down and shut up 

for two hours.  Good luck. (interview, 5/13/10) 
                                                
26 Scrabble, 1987 
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Rebecca’s students were excited for the work in language arts after she moved to building 

in student choice.  The start of each round was met with a, “Yes!” and the end of rounds 

were met with groans.  Students were on-task and most impressive, students would 

sometimes write, pencils to paper, for a full 45-minute round (field notes, 4/23/10; 

5/13/10). 

 Before and after the change, students were reading and discussing text each class 

(field notes, 9/18/09; 10/22/09; 11/12/09; 12/21/09; 1/13/10; 2/11/10; 3/31/10; 4/23/10; 

5/13/10), sometimes with Rebecca leading the discussions, and others where students 

were leading discussions.  They worked on vocabulary, spelling, and grammar (field 

notes, 9/18/09; 10/22/09; 11/12/09; 12/21/09; 1/13/10; 2/11/10; 5/13/10), though her 

explicit instruction in these areas, and particularly instruction on strategies for 

understanding and spelling words, was very limited. For example, her instruction in the 

areas of vocabulary, spelling, and grammar most class periods included reading the 

directions on the workbook page and leading students through a few examples.  An 

excerpt of a lesson that showed this clearly was before her change in structure.  

Rebecca asks students to take out their vocab workbook.  Rebecca reads the 

answers to the first page as students correct.  For the second page, Rebecca asks 

for students to provide the answers, calling on students randomly.  Two more 

vocabulary workbook pages are corrected in the same manner.  When finished 

correcting vocabulary, Rebecca tells students to open their grammar workbooks.  

Rebecca writes has, had, and were on the board. ‘What are those types of words I 

put on the board?’ No students answer. Rebecca continued, ‘Helping right? 
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They’re helping words.  Take a look.  Point so I know we’re all on the same spot.’  

Rebecca reads the directions to the page, and reads the first example.  Then tells 

students the rest of the page is homework. ‘If you don’t know your helping verbs, 

where are they? They’re on the previous page.’ (field notes and audio file, 

10/22/09) 

In addition, her students worked independently, in small groups, and as a whole group 

(field notes, 9/18/09; 10/22/09; 11/12/09; 12/21/09; 1/13/10; 2/11/10; 3/31/10; 4/23/10; 

5/13/10).  She admitted that she had a lot to learn, about content and teaching:  

I feel like some of the concepts I really have to make sure what I’m gonna teach 

because I don’t even have the background to say specifically when kids ask 

questions.  Sometimes I have to do research…I feel like I don’t know exactly all 

the standards.  But otherwise, having high expectations and a good classroom 

setting and environment, and expecting kids to know certain things, and different 

strategies I’ve learned, like the vocab strategy, like teaching explicitly, with the 

Daily 5 being flexible with all of that stuff.  I feel like I’ve grown a lot this year. 

(interview, 5/13/10) 

Along with the change in structure, I also observed a change in the way Rebecca related 

to her students.  I noted in my initial observations that she used sarcasm frequently as a 

way to shame students into following directions or to connect with her students (field 

notes, 9/18/09; 10/22/09).  This practice seemed to really impact her students; I saw 

students shrink in their desks and rarely did Rebecca get the laughter response I think she 

hoped for.  But this changed as she shifted the framework of her class.  When she spent 
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most of her reading class working with individuals and partners, her class appeared to be 

a calmer, more supportive place (field notes, 5/13/10). 

 Rebecca also felt she had learned valuable lessons from her conflicts with her 

team leader.  “I learned a lot this year, more about how to be diplomatic.  With students 

and coworkers.  And everybody” (interview, 5/13/10).  Though she was happy with the 

outcome of her change, she wished she hadn’t dismissed the insights from her team 

leader as she had.  She said, “We sort of brushed off the other one sometimes.  She was 

going, ‘Let’s plan out the next month.’ And we’re going, ‘Yeah right.  We can’t see past 

two days from now.’  But then things would pop up.  I just think I could have been more 

proactive” (interview, 5/13/10).  With Rebecca’s curt personality, and the fact that she 

was a straight-talker, I was not surprised to hear that she had some difficulties with her 

colleagues.  Interestingly, she came to recognize the part she may have played in these 

relationships with her team.   

 In summary, Rebecca grew throughout the school year, as a teacher and as a 

colleague. She was concerned with the overemphasis on workbook completion in her 

language arts class, as well as the lack of engagement and the teacher-directed nature of 

her instruction.  Because of these concerns, Rebecca searched for a new framework for 

her class.  She had heard about The Daily 5 (Boushey & Moser, 2006) in her preparation 

at RU, and thought it would work for her instruction and her students.  Her manner of 

relating to students changed after the shift in her classroom structure, perhaps because she 

was spending more time with individual students.  This shift in practice will be further 

discussed in the next chapter. 



 

 205 

 

Third-/Fourth-Year Teachers: Classroom Practice 

 Third-Year Teacher: Scott.  Scott said he was focused on comprehension and 

finding evidence to support answers in his 4th grade reading class.  He said, 

Comprehension skills are the main, the focus.  I mean really making the full-on 

transition from learning to read to reading to learn, so that they're taking 

information from what they're reading, and that means a big, a big focus on in lots 

of different forms, but in real basic way, on reading something and then looking 

back at it to answer specific, to answer questions or to use the information in 

specific ways.  So looking, it's looking back, reading and understanding it while 

you're reading, but then also knowing that you're gonna, 90% of people need to 

look back at what they've read in order to really be able to pick out pieces of 

information and use them. (interview, 2/24/10) 

This interview excerpt is a good example of how Scott viewed his goal as a teacher: To 

help students make meaning from text through instruction in strategies that skilled 

readers use to synthesize text and use new meaning. 

 After lunch and recess, Scott’s language arts class began with independent 

reading from 20-25 minutes.  Class was then split between reading on Mondays, 

Wednesdays, and Fridays, and writer’s workshop on Tuesday and Thursday.  Though I 

observed most frequently on his reading instruction days, my first and last observations 

fell on writer’s workshop days.  Scott benefited from a relatively small class of students; 

he had 16 students in his language arts class. 
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 In Chapter 4, I shared that Scott was concerned with being prepared, but also with 

preventing himself from burning out as a teacher.  He said that it was a hard balance to 

strike.  “Preparation is important.  And I wish that I could do more.  And I’m seeing it in 

writer’s workshop.  I did all this prep over the summer, and it’s clearly the best thing that 

I’m doing this year.  So I guess, it’s just another reminder that the more I prepare any 

given lesson, the better it’s gonna be” (interview, 9/24/09).   

 From my observations, days set aside for writer’s workshop was an impressive 

time of independent and collaborative work in Scott’s classroom, a framework he had 

studied and developed in a curriculum unit for his Master’s degree work at RU during 

summer 2009.  When Scott announced during my first observation that it was a writer’s 

workshop day, students not only said, “Yes!” but there were even a few fist pumps (field 

notes, 9/24/09). During that observation, every two minutes I noted students’ time on-

task, measured by students writing or talking about writing together. I counted 16/16 

students on task, with the exception of three instances in which 15/16 students were 

counted on task (field notes, 9/24/09).  He was feeling very successful with writer’s 

workshop: 

I think the writer’s workshop is a big success, because I felt like the writing stuff I 

had done the first two years was very weak.  And I really shored that up…[and] I 

think the biggest change is that they, the amount that is produced.  I never get the 

question, ‘how long does this have to be?’ And for me, that’s a huge, I like to see 

that change.  The willingness to write.  The willingness to go back and rewrite.  



 

 207 

To revise and edit in a meaningful way.  And that they really enjoy it. (interview, 

2/24/10) 

Though the connection between reading and writing development is well documented 

(Fitzgerald & Shanahan, 2000), the scope of my study was specifically on the teaching of 

reading.  I will therefore continue by setting aside the work of Scott’s class in writer’s 

workshop and focusing particularly on the work during his Monday, Wednesday, and 

Friday reading classes.  Scott discussed the use of the basal curriculum in our first 

interview.  He said, “Because we have a mandated curriculum, I’m not doing all of the 

things that we were taught in the [preservice] program.  So I guess I’m drawing on the 

experience with kids that I got and mixing in the things that we learned in the program 

with the curriculum” (interview, 9/24/09). 

 Instructional Practices Observed.  Scott’s reading classes included silent reading 

to begin class, which he said “is really, really important…and I think it’s kind of that 

sports analogy, practice, practice, practice, but at some point, you just have to play the 

game and that’s where you’re going to learn to make the improvements” (interview, 

5/27/10).  After silent reading, Scott would go over the plan for the day.  Here is an 

excerpt from a lesson that included a spelling test and a reading skill: 

 After silent reading, Scott asks students to put their reading away and be ready 

for the spelling test by the time he counts down from ten.  Scott reads the word, 

provides a sentence using the word, and repeats the word.  This week is a study of 

diphthongs…At the end of the spelling test, Scott asks students to open their 

reading workbooks to page 62. ‘Turn back to page 62 where we were writing 
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down lots and lots of details.  Get there by 5, 4, 3, 2, 1. Discuss with the person 

sitting next to you why you circled the details you circled and why you thought 

they were important details.’  Scott gives the students about 3 minutes to discuss 

with their neighbor while he moves from group to group listening in on their 

conversations.  Sometimes Scott stands behind the students, sometimes kneeling 

next to them, and occasionally pulling a nearby chair over to sit with the partners. 

(field notes and audio file, 11/13/09) 

Other observations I observed included synonyms and antonyms, sequencing, root words, 

and categorizing).   

 Scott’s skill lessons varied from explicit teaching (root words, synonyms and 

antonyms) to guided practice (distinguishing details; categorizing) or independent work 

(antonyms, sequencing).  Scott also brought his students to the library each week, and I 

happened to be there during three of these visits.  During this time, Scott chatted with 

students about the books they were checking out (field notes, 3/29/10) or helped them 

find books (4/26/10).  I also saw Scott introduce selections from the basal reader 

(11/13/09; 4/26/10), and students read selections independently (11/13/09; 4/26/10) and 

listened to a selection after having read it independently the previous reading session on 

two occasions (1/6/10; 3/29/10).  An excerpt from the following lesson shows how Scott 

typically worked with the basal reading series involving the story The Stranger27, the 

same basal selection from a previous lesson excerpt with Nora.  In this excerpt from 

                                                
27 Van Allsburg, C. (1986). The stranger. Orlando, FL: Houghton Mifflin. 
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Scott’s teaching, he introduces the story and asks students to pay attention to the model of 

reading on the cd: 

Scott:  So while this story is playing, I’d like you to listen to what details in the 

story are important.  I’d also like you to listen to how the narrator, the person 

telling the story, is reading it.  Their rhythm, their cadence, where they put 

emphasis, and how they make it interesting to listen to.  Or maybe it isn’t 

interesting to listen to, and why not.  Please be following along with your eyes. 

(Scott starts the selection on cd, and students follow along.) 

 After the selection is finished, Scott engages the students in discussion 

about the story. 

Scott:  What’s going on in this story?  What’s this story about? 

Student 1:  It’s about a person, a stranger.  He gets hit by a car and the Bailey’s 

bring him to the house to see if he’s ok.  But he actually wasn’t because he lost 

his memory.  (Student continues with his summary.)  

Scott:  That’s a very good summary.  You got all the main parts of it.  What about 

this stranger?  Who is he?  And how do you know?   

 One student suggests a hermit, and one student suggests Jack Frost.  Scott 

asks students to debate who is the stranger based on what they can prove from the 

text.  After each student response, Scott inserts the question, ‘How do you know?’ 

or ‘Where does it say that?’  (field notes and audio file, 3/29/10) 

After reading, Scott usually had students discuss the text as a whole group as we saw in 

the excerpt above (11/13/09; 1/28/10; 4/26/10), in small groups of four (3/29/10), or in 
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pairs (1/6/10).  Like other teachers, Scott used varied structures for introducing and 

reading text in his classroom.  These structures rotated systematically throughout the 

year, and students returned to each way of reading throughout the year. 

 Scott spent a great deal of time extending the work of the skills introduced in the 

basal to create lessons that got the students more actively engaged in the work.  A good 

example was the lesson on categorizing that I videotaped and discussed specifically with 

Scott.  In the lesson, he had four stations dealing with developing categories and 

categorizing information: 1) adding words to the categories: pet names, cities, colors, 

foods; 2) make up categories and sort these words into them: kitten, book, napkin, bird, 

woman, beans, sister, wolf; 3) make a category for groups of words; 4) add words to 

these categories: contractions, plural nouns, possessive nouns, verbs.  Students moved 

from station to station in groups of four for three minutes at each poster, and students 

were responsible for each taking turns writing at one station.  I asked him about what the 

purpose of the lesson was, and he said: 

That was a review lesson.  We’re finishing a theme or a unit, which is a collection 

of those stories.  So it was a way to just review categorizing.  Also, they get 

really, twenty minutes of reading is really good, but it is also after lunch [and this] 

makes them a little bit sluggish.  And so I’ve been trying to do things to get them 

moving after lunch and get them sort of excited.  But the main focus was to 

review putting things into categories and trying to do it backwards and forwards.  

Working on trying to name a group of things, give a category to a group of things 

and then put things into that category. (interview, 2/24/10) 
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In the lesson described above, Scott was reviewing categorizing, a skill that had been 

previously introduced throughout the basal unit.  Scott had worked particularly with the 

previous selection on categorizing and classifying information from within the text.  Scott 

had also attended a workshop on SIOP (Sheltered Instruction Observational Protocol 

Model), a program designed to facilitate high quality instruction for English Language 

Learners, and through that training, the framework for the activity had been introduced.  

He said he had been working out of a couple books he had received as a part of the 

training as he moved forward with his training.  While he did not have any ELL students 

in his reading class, he felt the instructional framework and strategies he learned in the 

training would work well for his students (interview, 2/24/10).  In particular, he 

incorporated being explicit with students about the objectives for language arts each day, 

as well as providing more guided practice opportunities for students than he had in the 

past (interview, 2/24/10).  This showed that Scott was willing to learn new frameworks to 

improve his instruction through self-initiated work. 

 Scott thought the categorizing lesson (influenced by the SIOP model) included 

some great informal assessment.  Specifically, he thought that his ability to observe as 

students worked in groups allowed him to observe students’ thinking about the concept as 

they worked together.  For the activity, students were assigned to one of four groups.  

Each group had a poster with a categorizing activity, including taking items already on 

the poster and naming categories for groups of the items or adding items to named 

categories.  Each group had a few minutes with each poster and then rotated, so each 

group had a chance to work on each poster. He decided to use the selection test to see 
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how well that translated to new material.  He felt the lesson went really well, adding that, 

“I thought the engagement part was really good.  It’s like, with all those comprehension 

skills, it’s subtle.  They were coming up with good categories.  It didn’t fit 100% with my 

goal because I wasn’t having them read a passage and then organize those ideas, but as a 

review activity, I think it was good” (interview, 2/24/10).  Overall, students were able to 

fill the posters and from where I was observing, all students were participating in the 

group work (field notes, 2/24/10).  Scott’s analysis above shows a level of sophistication 

in his thinking about the aims for student development and his ability to adapt lessons.  

This level of expertise was not evident with the other study participants. 

 Assessment was an admitted weakness in his instruction.  He named using 

formative assessment as a goal for himself for the school year (interview, 9/24/09), and 

continued to mention this as an area he intended to learn more about and improve in his 

teaching.  When I returned to the goals he had set for himself in our final interview, he 

said, “What’s interesting is that I’ve continued to talk about assessment as being 

something I don’t think is going well, so I don’t think I’ve met that goal” (interview, 

5/27/10).  Scott had plans for a workshop on reading instruction for the summer, and 

hoped to learn more about data-driven reading instruction and formative assessment 

(interview, 5/27/10). 

 In summary, through Scott’s practice, we see his focus on comprehension and 

skills, with a focus on explicit teaching, guided practice, and independent work.  Scott 

was committed to giving his students at least 20 minutes of silent reading time each day, 

something he was confident was important for his student.  Indeed, his students were 
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engaged and progressing through books as I observed silent reading at the start of each 

language arts class.  He tried to make his lessons active for students.  Scott’s classroom 

was a place centered on active learning, and he had done significant work to improve his 

writing instruction.  However, he saw additional weaknesses in his teaching that he hoped 

to improve.  He wanted to work on using data to inform his instruction, but he felt that his 

use of instructional time was effective.  Scott had also worked on his writer’s workshop 

format the previous summer, and hoped to do some similar planning for his reading time. 

 Fourth-Year Teacher: Molly. Reading in Molly’s 3rd grade class at Faith Christian 

School was characterized as, “I think especially, you know, in this school and I feel too, 

is you're not learning how to read, you're now reading to learn.  And having them explain 

that.  But I think, and I just really think that they just need to learn to love reading.  I 

think that if you can get kids to love that, then they're gonna be so much better off and 

they just, that's kind of it for me” (interview, 11/19/09).   

 Her instructional goals for her class included, “Comprehension.  Fluency and 

expression.  Vocabulary, yes, I feel like that sometimes I just kind of throw that in there, 

but I think it's, it's important” (interview, 3/10/10).  In her assessment of how her school 

year was going, Molly said: 

I really want them to get the concept of slowing down their reading to 

comprehend.  I think they're starting to get there.  I think, I always, I usually have 

to prompt them quite a bit, but I really like how for a lot of them they're 

improving on their expression, even the smoothness of their reading for a lot of 

them, and then, and their fluency has been increasing, so I'm really happy to see 
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that.  For a lot of them, I'm really happy that they're actually enjoying books.  I've 

had a couple parents say, oh they're actually are liking to read this year and so 

that's always encouraging.  I do, they've done so much better at filling out their 

packets and the, just the worksheets that I've given them, so I really like that.  

(interview, 3/10/10) 

We see in the previous quote that Molly mentions comprehension and fluency which 

were both mentioned as her instructional goals, as well as the goal for students to enjoy 

books. 

 Molly thought she was successful at “having students introduced to more books. I 

think that’s a pretty big success.  I also see them with the expression, a lot of the 

choppiness has started to get better, so I think that’s a pretty good success” (interview, 

3/10/10).  Again we see attention to fluency as a goal, which she said she addresses 

through having students read aloud, which will be illustrated in lesson excerpts below.  

Molly discussed being challenged by how to engage students who were distracted or who 

don’t like the book they are reading together.  She said, “How can I get them to want to 

love to do the work that they are doing? I would like to know what to do to help them 

further” (interview, 3/10/10).  

 Instructional Practices Observed.  Molly’s reading class began with a read aloud.  

She then moved in the whole class reading of the novel, and began the discussion with a 

summary that she lead with help from students about what had been read previously 

(field notes, 11/19/09; 12/11/09; 1/11/10; 2/3/10; 3/10/10; 4/19/10; 5/17/10).  A typical 

example of this is shown below: 
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Molly finishes the chapter she is reading aloud from Lunch Money28, and she tells 

the class they are starting a new book together, Treasure Island (Stevenson, 2002).  

‘This time, you will have a journal packet to do.’ A few groans from the students 

as she passes out the packets.  Molly continues to discuss the packets.  ‘We have 

vocabulary words like we did for Black Beauty.  So you have about 4 vocab 

words per chapter, so we stepped up the pace.  You’ll write down the definition 

and then use it in a sentence.  We also have ‘I Wonder’ sections, and we have fat 

and skinny questions.  We also have this one, ‘What does it mean to me?’  Some 

things mean different things to different people. (A student says, ‘Like Jesus 

means different things to different people?) Yes, like Jesus.’  Molly goes on to ask 

students about what they learned filling out the packets for Black Beauty that 

could help them with this lesson. (Students suggest that some people forgot to 

write sentences, or forgot to work in pencil).  Ok, we’re going to go up and down 

the rows to start.  (Students read aloud, standing when it is their turn to read). 

(field notes and audio file, 12/11/09) 

Molly knew that vocabulary instruction was important, but was not sure how to best 

teach new vocabulary words.  For her vocabulary instruction, Molly wrote the vocabulary 

words for the chapter on the board (field notes, 1/11/10; 2/3/10; 3/10/10; 4/19/10; 

5/17/10), and after completing the chapter, wrote the definitions on the board for students 

to copy.  When I asked Molly about goals for herself, she said, “Changing the 

vocabulary.  I kind of always relook at that every year… But I do like the vocabulary, 

                                                
28 Clements, A. (2005). Lunch money. New York: Simon & Schuster. 
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even though I know they struggle with it” (interview, 5/17/10).  She had said previously 

in our second interview that, she wanted to know more about: 

Vocabulary.  I mean I feel like I know partly what I'm doing, but sometimes I 

don't know if it's really a valuable thing that they're getting?  Am I just kind of 

throwing that in there?  And I think just even better ways of doing it, because I 

think they see the word once and it's in that chapter and then I don't, you know, I 

don't always know how many times it's, I don't know how many times it's in the 

book.  Or you know, even outside of, like are they appropriate words for third 

grade?  You know?  So I think I'm a little, like I do that because I think that's 

good and it introduces them to the dictionary and just new words, but I don't 

know how effective it is. (interview, 3/10/10) 

She knew vocabulary instruction was important from her work at RU (interview, 

3/10/10), but she wasn’t confident that what she was doing was effective or if there were 

better ways to implement vocabulary instruction.  As the earlier quote shows (and back 

from Chapter 4 with the self-assessment survey), she wanted to work on this area of her 

instruction.  After introducing the vocabulary words, Molly led the class in reading the 

next chapter in the novel.  For three of the four novels, students took turns reading aloud, 

standing at their desks when it was their turn.  After reading a paragraph or so, Molly 

would interject with questions about plot (every observation), to summarize (every 

observation), to draw connections (every observation), identifying author’s purpose 

(4/19/09), and to predict (11/19/09; 3/10/10; 5/17/10). A typical example of this is shown 

in the excerpt below: 
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 Molly’s class is reading Pilgrim’s Progress.  She asks her students to take 

out their books and turn to Chapter 7.  She asks the class, ‘Who remembers 

what’s going on in the story?’  Students fill in plot summary.  ‘Ok, so let’s look 

ahead at the pictures.  Go through chapters 7 and 8 and look at the pictures.’  

Molly gives the students time to go through the chapters.  Molly then asks 

students for predictions for the two chapters they will be reading.  ‘Oh, we have to 

do our vocabulary.’  Molly reads the words and definitions from the book.  (The 

book is like a student version of Pilgrim’s Progress, with illustrations and 

vocabulary selections at the beginning of each chapter.  It looks like it is written 

as a play.)  As students read, Molly interjects with both literal and interpretive 

questions.  Questions include ‘What’s going on here?’ and  ‘What does that 

remind you of?’ and ‘What is the message that we can take from this chapter to 

our own lives as Christians?’ (field notes and audio file, 4/19/09) 

As I shared in Chapter 4, Molly was influenced by her introduction to higher level 

questioning and using graphic organizers, practices I observed each visit to Molly’s 

classroom.  “I love the graphic organizers, to really try to make inferences and try to 

connect what’s happening in the story by just having them work on a graphic organizer or 

talk to their partner” (interview, 11/19/09).   

 For example, to go along with each novel, Molly prepared packets with response 

questions and graphic organizers to extend students’ thinking about the text.  She also felt 

strongly about the discussions she engaged in with the students during the whole class 

read alouds.  At our first interview, Molly said, “Open-ended questions are big for me.  I 
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try to make them think about what they’re reading” (interview, 11/19/09).  An example of 

this is during an observation during the reading of Wind in the Willows: 

 As students are reading in their small groups, Molly circulates the room.  

She stops at one of the tables and listens in.  When a student finishes reading a 

section out loud, Molly asks, ‘Have any of you been in a situation like this?  Did 

you act differently?  Why?’  At another table she asks a student, ‘Are you like 

Toad?  How are you unlike Toad?’ (field notes, 2/3/10) 

The topic of questioning and leading discussions came up again in our second interview, 

when she stated,  “I like the discussions that we have. I like to see how they’re thinking 

and what they’re putting together, what they’re writing in their journals” (interview, 

3/10/10). In her discussions, Molly particularly focused on students’ connections to the 

text, both personal connections and, because she teaches at a private, Christian school, 

connections to the Bible and implications these connections and what they learned had 

for themselves as Christians. 

 For the third novel Molly’s class read, Wind in the Willows, she restructured the 

reading of the novel to be done in small groups.  She had talked about literature circles in 

our first interview, “Giving them a book to read and having them discuss it so that they 

were learning on their own, and I just really love the idea of students taking learning into 

their own hands” (11/19/09).  And in March, we discussed this a little more.  “During 

Wind in the Willows, I had them in groups, which I loved.  And for this book [Treasure 

Island (Stevenson, 2002)], I don’t know what it was, they just weren’t staying on task, so 

we, I put them back in rows” (interview, 3/10/10).  When Molly’s instruction was not 
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going the way she wanted, she reverted back to what she was comfortable with, rather 

than continuing to refine the structure she knew was important and that from with her 

students benefited.  I share even more from our discussion in Chapter 6. 

 The lesson that I videotaped and that we discussed was during the reading of 

Treasure Island. I was particularly interested in the use of this novel, especially given the 

context as a Christian school.  The chapter students read the day I was there dealt with 

drunken pirates, a murder, stealing, and lying.  I asked if there were ever any questions 

from parents regarding the text choice.  “No we didn’t, not that I know of.  We do talk a 

lot about alcohol…But I mean, I haven’t had a parent bring it up.  And I mean, we do talk 

about it quite a bit in class…It’s a pretty worldly book.  About treasure and killing 

people, alcohol and rum.  I know.  I mean, I guess when administration was talking to us 

about it, they said it’s a great opportunity for you to really talk to them about how they’re 

different and…how you – would you act differently” (interview, 3/10/10).  So because of 

the “worldly” content of the novel, Molly felt like she was able to engage in discussions 

that really connected to what they learned and taught throughout the day as a Christian-

based school. 

 In summary, Molly’s focus for her reading instruction was comprehension and 

fluency with expression, which she assessed informally every day through students’ read 

aloud of the class novel.  Molly knew she should be focusing on vocabulary instruction, 

and while she did incorporate vocabulary into her practice, wondered if there was a more 

effective way.  Two things she learned about in the RU preparation program, leading 

discussion and graphic organizers, she incorporated every day into her reading 
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instruction.  And her interest in literature circles led her to move against the school-wide 

practice of round robin reading of a class novel to try small groups for one novel. 

 

Assertions Across the Cases 

 In this section, I share three main assertions that emerged from cross-case analysis 

of the observations and interviews of these novice teachers.  These assertions provide 

support for previous research in the transition to teaching, as well as provide 

recommendations for teacher education in the area of literacy. 

 Assertion #1: Teacher education influences classroom practices of novice 

teachers. The influence of teacher education came in the form of helping teacher 

participants decide what and how to teach. Anna introduced biographies by sharing her 

own biography reading history, a lesson she observed in her literacy block instructor’s 

reading methods course.  In addition, she had learned from her coursework and field 

experiences that read alouds, minilessons, guided reading, and independent reading with 

conferences are essential literacy activities, and she attempted to incorporate these 

instructional practices into her student teaching placement.  Julia also drew directly on a 

lesson from a field experience when she planned the modeling and guided practice of 

how to partner read with her students.  Rebecca had heard about a framework for literacy 

instruction through her coursework and field experiences at RU, and changed the content 

and structure of her language arts block accordingly.  Scott focused on active learning as 

he planned his lessons, something that he learned about in his coursework at RU. 
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 Similar to the findings of Maloch et al. (2003), the results of this research support 

that teacher preparation can affect novice teachers’ perceptions and understandings of 

what it means to teach reading.  In the case of Maloch et al. (2003), the SERTE program 

had been recognized by the IRA commission as a high quality program. The program at 

RU was not specifically under study in this research, and I cannot make claims on the 

quality of the program based on the features defined by the IRA National Commission of 

high quality programs: mission, vision, content, personalized teaching, apprenticeship, 

community, standards, and autonomy.  However, these teachers felt as though they had 

been prepared at RU for some of the realities of the classroom, and continued to draw on 

their learning from RU throughout their teaching.  

 Sailors, Keehn, Martinez, & Harmon (2005) found that when new teachers were 

asked about their preparation program, without prompting, learning from field 

experiences was particularly salient in responses. Sailors et al. (2005) posit that 

classroom management skills learned, learning to adapt materials and instruction to meet 

individual needs, working with students in various contexts, learning from 

knowledgeable others, and the professional relationships developed during field 

experiences were the most important concepts learned by the beginning teachers in their 

study.  Though the teachers in the current study did not discuss all of these concepts, they 

did talk about having very different contexts in their placements, learning from their 

cooperating teachers, and classroom management. 

 I began this study recognizing Lortie’s (1975) study on the apprenticeship of 

observation and the influence it has on teachers.  However, only Scott was explicit about 
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this influence on his thinking as a teacher. Early on in my first interview with Scott, I 

asked what he remembered about his own education in reading.  He said, “I had a pretty 

standard, I would say, pretty standard education for that time.  And I guess that’s 

probably what I carry with me, is that it’s probably a challenge for me, one of the biggest 

challenges for me is students that, where curriculum really doesn’t work for them.  

Because it worked for me and so it’s hard for me to put myself in their shoes” (interview, 

9/24/09).  In Chapter 4, I shared how Scott’s experience during his literacy practicum 

placements influenced his beliefs about effective instruction.  He stated that he learned, 

“that the workshop model is a really effective model, but it’s not how I was taught.  So 

it’s a little foreign” (interview, 9/24/09). Scott said that because his class was ability 

grouped, he did not spend much time working to meet the individual instructional needs 

of students. 

 Scott was the only one of my participants who talked explicitly about the 

influence of the way that he was taught and his teaching.  And though I was a little 

surprised by this, given the influence of Lortie’s (1975) study on understanding teacher 

education, as I discussed in Chapter 3, more recent research has shown that while 

previous experiences and one’s beliefs still impact our teaching, teacher education 

programs and contexts of teaching can make a difference in teachers’ conceptions and 

beliefs about instruction (Fazio, 2000, 2003; Matanzo & Harris, 1999; Stevens, 2002; 

Theurer, 2002; Wolf et al., 1996).  Admittedly, the questions I asked might not have 

required teachers to think about ways they still brought their own schooling into their 

classrooms.  However, because Scott brought this up in two conversations, and no other 
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teacher mentioned ways their teaching was influenced by their education, this aspect of 

Scott’s thinking about what impacts his teaching seemed important.  

 Assertion #2: Though novice teachers learned many things in their preparation 

program, they needed support to implement practices in their own classrooms. Several 

teachers lacked a strong assessment plan, ways to know that the objectives were met.  

When I asked Lilly about how she would know her students were meeting her objectives 

and making progress in reading, she replied, “Good question.  I think I should keep a log 

or something.  I guess I haven’t thought about that.  That’s a good idea” (interview, 

4/8/10).  Although this was something that I noted in my observations and through my 

analysis of their talk about lesson planning, neither Anna nor Lilly talked about 

assessment as being very important to their teaching or as something they would like to 

know more about or work on in the future.  Assessment as an area of weakness was not 

unique to Lilly and Anna; Scott also shared throughout his interviews that he knew 

assessment was a weakness in his teaching, which will be shared in more detail below 

and in Chapter 7. 

 As I interviewed and observed these teachers throughout the year, it was clear that 

they had well-developed objectives for most of their lessons.  I was able to observe this 

especially with the preservice teachers; both Anna and Lilly prepared extensive lessons, 

which they often shared with me at my observations.  They both had clear objectives, and 

tried to attend to the kind of pedagogy Routman (2003) advocated in the text they read 

during literacy block, a text they both referred to numerous times throughout our 

interviews.  However, linking back to lacking an understanding of linking assessment and 
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instruction, Anna and Lilly had limited instructional adaptations when their planned 

instruction is not effective with all students. Julia commented on her struggle to meet the 

needs of all students in her class.  Several others of the teachers, Nora, Molly, and Scott, 

had primarily whole group instruction with limited adaptations for individuals.  Liston, 

Whitcomb, and Borko (2006) discuss how beginning teachers need support drawing upon 

their foundational knowledge to plan and implement curriculum within their particular 

classrooms, with a variety of students with whom the original lesson plan will not always 

be successful.  Snow et al. (2005) also refer to this as moving from situated to stable 

procedural knowledge.   

 Assertion #3: Novice teachers need a broad view of reading instruction in their 

preparation.  Several of the teachers (Anna, Scott, and Molly, in particular) discussed the 

idea that upper elementary reading is focused on reading to learn.  Students have moved 

beyond needing word level instruction, which they saw as learning to read, and were 

ready to “read and talk about what they were reading,” as Scott said above, which was a 

focus on reading to learn.  In my observations of the teacher participants’ reading 

instruction, there was indeed very little attention to learning to read, characterized by 

explicit instruction in comprehension and word recognition strategies.  Though there was 

instruction and assessment on some reading skills in the participants’ classrooms such as 

finding main idea and details, categorizing information, and identifying author’s purpose, 

I did not observe many lessons following a trajectory of explicit instruction, guided 

practice, and independent practice to help their students learn skills good readers use to 

aid comprehension.  
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 Pressley (2006) cautioned against the belief about reading instruction that learning 

to read ends by grade 3. There is substantial evidence that children can and do learn to 

become more skilled readers through explicit instruction and practice with 

comprehension strategies throughout their reading instruction, not limited to word level, 

decoding strategies that are believed to have been complete by grade three.  

 Durkin’s (1979) classic study indicated that assessment of comprehension skills 

was not the same as teaching the skills.  And importantly, this study led to the 

development of instructional practices to help students focus on how to use the strategy 

when reading a text (Dole, Nokes, & Drits, 2009).  Comprehension instruction, then, 

should focus on explicit instruction and guided practice, specifically focused on strategies 

that skilled readers employ to make sense of text: predicting, questioning, clarifying 

confusions, visualizing, summarizing, with the ultimate instructional goal for students to 

become independently skilled at using strategies to make sense of text. 

  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I shared that the teachers in this study were able to do many things in their 

instruction relating to what they knew to be effective for students.  While these teachers 

did several things well, they all admitted weaknesses in their practices that they wanted to 

work on.  In some instances, these teachers were able to make adjustments in their 

practice over the course of the year.  In the next chapter, I share some of these shifts in 

practice, the contextual factors at play in what they were struggling with in their 

instruction, and what forces lead to the changes in practices or beliefs. 
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Chapter 6 

Finding Space to Do What’s “Right”: An Examination of Contextual Factors 

 

 When Anna was in her full-time teaching, the only two weeks she was allowed to 

teach reading during her student teaching placement, I asked how it was going.  She 

replied, “Fair.  Fair.  Yeah, it’s fair.  I mean, I love it.  But I have a very different style 

than Ms. Peters.  It’s difficult to work within that” (interview, 4/16/10). 

 Most, but not all, participants talked about specific contextual factors that 

impacted their reading instruction.  Some participants, including Nora and Scott, felt as 

though they were able to teach the way they wanted to be teaching reading.  The other 

teachers, Anna, Lilly, Julia, Rebecca, and Molly, struggled to find a way to teach the way 

they wanted to be teaching.  And they were able to work within these constraints, in small 

and in big ways, to work within constraints, as Anna described it, to get closer to where 

they wanted to be in their instruction.   

 In this chapter, I share the contextual factors influencing participants’ teaching, 

and ways teachers described working within these contextual factors.  In the case of the 

preservice teachers, due to the structure of student teaching, Lilly and Anna were less 

able to work within constraints to do what they most wanted to do; however, both were 

able to find small ways to test what they knew to be important.  I also discuss specific 

examples of places where the first-, and third-/fourth-year teachers were able to find 

space to do what they thought was best for their students and provide the 

recommendation for mentoring and leadership for novice teachers of reading.  
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Specifically, I share that though the teacher participants had varying levels of support 

from their administration and/or team members, they were able to make shifts in their 

practice towards their clear vision of what they wanted for their students and in their 

instruction.  I end the chapter with a discussion of how third space theory can help make 

sense of the experiences of these teachers. 

 

Preservice Student Teachers 

 Preservice Teacher: Lilly.  Both Lilly and Anna expressed some level of 

frustration in their student teaching placements and reading instruction.  At our first 

interview, before Lilly’s full-time 3rd grade student teaching began, she stated, “I really 

haven’t seen much literacy happening. And this is what I struggle with when I become, 

when I’m student teaching there full-time.  Like, I don’t know if it would be ok to change 

that and have independent reading.  Because I just, being in the literacy block this 

semester, I really see the importance of it” (interview, 11/5/09).  And while Lilly did not 

change much in the structure of her cooperating teacher’s reading instruction to 

accommodate her understanding of effective reading instruction, she tried to insert more 

of what she felt was important in reading class.  Lilly continued to replicate the use of 

worksheets throughout her guided reading time, requiring students to complete 1-3 sheets 

each guided reading group I observed.  However, she changed the format of these 

worksheets to meet her objectives. 

 Lilly said, “I was using those, but for the last month of guided reading, I’ve just 

been using different strategies with them instead of on those worksheets.  They were 
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getting to be a lot to correct, and I don’t think the kids were really getting anything out of 

it because it’s boring to them.  So I made graphic organizers and this time we did a KWL.  

So I tried to differentiate it a little bit” (interview, 5/12/10).  She said she moved away 

from the worksheets that went with the teacher’s guided because, “they’re just kind of, 

they’re questions the students can find without reading, basically.  So I’ve created my 

own packets, which are deeper thinking questions.  But at the same time, I help them 

through them because I know it can be frustrating when they’re used to, like, ‘oh that’s 

the answer right there.’ So I’ve been using a lot of the Optimal Learning Model.  I love 

that model.  It’s great.  It’s helpful” (interview, 4/8/10).  So, Lilly found a small way to 

insert her understanding from her coursework at RU into the structure of the instruction 

set up at her student teaching placement. 

 Preservice Teacher: Anna.  Anna was also able to find little ways to do what she 

knew to be effective for her 5th grade students.  As presented in Chapters 4 and 5, Anna 

believed strongly that opportunities to practice reading, strategy instruction, and 

engagement were important for her fifth grade students.  She struggled with the structure 

of reading instruction at her student teaching placement, as under her cooperating teacher, 

reading time was not structured for these concepts.  Ms. Peters (Anna’s cooperating 

teacher) structured reading class around round robin reading of a class novel, with little to 

no time for independent reading, guided reading or small group work, or conferencing, 

which Anna described as aspects she thought were important to fifth grade reading 

instruction.  Anna stated, “I don’t feel like I’ve learned really anything from watching 
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Ms. Peters teach reading” (interview, 4/16/10).  Shortly before her full-time student 

teaching, she described her student teaching experience.  

“I guess I’m just doing my best, and sort of going with the flow.  There’s minimal 

structure in the classroom.  I would prefer a lot of structure, so it’s been really 

frustrating to try to instill structure when it’s her turn to teach and she sort of, 

when you don’t have two adults on the same page, the kids don’t know how to 

act, I guess.  It’s been trying.” (interview, 4/16/10). 

Anna felt as though Ms. Peters undermined the instructional practices Anna wanted to put 

into practice during her student teaching placement. During her full-time student 

teaching, her goal for reading instruction was a read-aloud, mini-lesson, guided reading, 

and independent reading (interview, 4/16/10).  She was not confident she would be able 

to implement this model of reading instruction.  She said, “I’m feeling constrained in 

setting something up so big at the end of the year.  And having kids thinking, ‘What are 

you doing? We’ve just been doing this the whole time, and you want us to do other 

stuff?’ And feeling constrained in her wanting to jump in, bring it back to the way she 

does things” (interview, 4/16/10). 

 However, Anna was able to do just that with her biographies unit, described in 

Chapter 4.  She was able to design mini-lessons at the start of each class, and provide 

time for students to practice the skill from the mini-lesson.  At our final interview, I asked 

Anna if she was teaching reading the way she’d like to be teaching:   

Catherine:  Are you teaching reading the way you would like to be teaching 

reading?  
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 Anna: No.  No, I’m not. 

Catherine:  What would you like to be doing, how would you like to teach 

reading? 

Anna:  I would like it to be more thematic.  And structured.  I’d like it to, I would 

have liked to have included, got experience doing all three of guided reading, 

mini-lessons, and individual conferences.  And I tried to do that on my own, sort 

of, when I got time, I guess.  But there was no conferencing set up, so kids, it was 

never expected.  And I guess I could have tried harder to do that, but I didn’t. 

(interview, 5/19/10) 

We can hear Anna’s frustration with her limited experience during student teaching, and 

it influencing her feelings about herself as a teacher.  In sharing what Anna was able to 

accomplish in her biographies unit in Chapter 5, I would argue that she did try, but 

struggled with a situation that was not conducive to her attempts. 

 Anna’s lesson on author’s purpose, the lesson which I videotaped and we watched 

together, exemplified Anna’s struggle to teach within the constraints of the structure of 

her cooperating teacher’s instruction and the structure that she wanted for her students.  

This lesson was one in which Anna asked permission to teach reading for the day in order 

to accommodate my study, allowing me to observe her over time.  Anna said, “I said that 

you were coming and asked if I could teach on Friday, and she said yes.  So I said, ‘What 

should I teach?’ ‘Cause she was supposed to be talking about historical fiction, but it 

ended up not being that anyway.  So this [author’s purpose] was sort of stuck with it” 

(interview, 5/19/10).  This is further evidence of the lack of a model of a larger scope for 
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reading instruction that Anna needed, as discussed in Chapter 5. Anna completed a read-

aloud, mini-lesson, and independent work for this lesson during reading instruction, 

which approaches her ideal reading instruction structure.   

 With very little opportunity to practice teaching reading, Anna was left with little 

positive experience with reading teaching from this placement to bring to her first year of 

teaching.  However, when I asked her if she felt confident she would be able to attain her 

vision of teaching reading when she had her own classroom, she replied, “I think so.  I 

think so.  I have been exposed to it before, in my coursework” (interview 5/19/10).  

When faced with making instructional decisions, she stated that she was drawing on her 

coursework. “Really, just the literacy block, like everything I learned in that” (interview, 

4/16/10).  “I also looked at the Regie Routman [text] several times to help me and try to 

get some direction on where to start.  So that book has been really helpful” (interview, 

5/19/10).  The experience from her long-term sub position and the connection of that with 

her work at RU will hopefully provide Anna with the tools to feel successful in her first 

year of teaching. 

 

First- and Fourth-Year Teachers 

 Three practicing teachers exhibited moments of struggle and then adjustments in 

their reading instruction throughout the year.  Julia struggled with the mandated basal 

curriculum meeting the needs of her students.  Rebecca felt overwhelmed with the 

amount of vocabulary, spelling, and grammar practice that her students were required to 

do to keep up with her teammate.  Molly knew that small group work was important for 
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her students, but her school implemented a traditional round-robin reading style of class 

novels.  In each of these situations, teachers decided, often with the support of team 

members or principals but even without support, to make a change in their instruction.  In 

this section, I describe these shifts in practice, and the factors influencing the decisions of 

these teachers. 

 First-Year Teacher: Julia. Julia felt a lot of pressure from her team and district to 

follow the basal reader curriculum in her 3rd grade classroom, materials she wasn’t sure 

met the needs of her students.  For example, in our first interview, Julia talked about the 

spelling program.  “Our spelling words are right out of the book.  Just like they tell me to 

do” (interview, 9/17/09).  During our first interview, Julia said that she felt as though she 

did not have adequate preparation to effectively incorporate a basal reading curriculum 

into her classroom (interview, 9/16/09). When she described her interest to change her 

schedule and instructional plan, she said: 

I felt like there was me teaching a lot of pointless things or teaching things that 

really weren’t worthwhile to the kids because if they don’t know how to read, 

they’re not really going to understand what we’re doing.  I felt like I really had to 

focus on the curriculum, which I know we talked about at the beginning of the 

year, I was like, no one taught me how to use it, and that’s what I have to do. 

(interview, 2/16/10) 

She did see that the basal curriculum was helpful in some ways.  She said, “It is good to 

pick up the different, like this week were working with sequence.  And I got that from the 

basal reader” (interview, 9/16/09).  Julia saw some benefit in the skills outlined in the 
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curriculum.  However, she believed that much of what she was doing with the whole 

class using the basal reader was not effective for students.  She wanted to change. 

 However, she felt caught by the pressure of her teammate, her former student 

teaching cooperating teacher.  Julia was very concerned about keeping in sync with her 

team, which she described as dysfunctional.  “I would say I work together with each of 

the team members well, but they don’t and won’t work together.  So that’s a struggle 

because I feel like I can’t go against one or the other.  It’s hard to come in and not 

necessarily match either one of those” (interview, 2/16/10). Nevertheless, Julia felt 

strongly that she wanted to make a change. 

 An article she was given by her principal during a third grade team meeting 

particularly influenced Julia’s emphasis on giving students time to practice, which 

ultimately was the impetus for her shift in practice.  “I realized that that was what she was 

endorsing and that’s what I really saw to work and that’s something I really wanted to 

try.  I knew it was important to read, but the amount of time and how important it was for 

kids to be reading at their level throughout the entire day, I think was kind of like, wow, 

that’s really important” (interview, 2/16/10).  She went to the principal to ask advice 

based on the article she was given and her frustrations that she did not believe her current 

use of the basal reader materials were meeting the needs of all her students. 

 Julia sent me an email mid-year to say that she had done some restructuring of her 

reading time.  She had gone to her principal with what she was seeing and how she 

wanted to make a change in her instruction and her principal was supportive:   
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She told me that I should feel more free to maybe sway from the resources in the 

curriculum and use it just as a guide more than a Bible, which is different from 

the opinions from my team I had gotten…so I use the skill for that week just 

because I know those are a lot of the skills that show up on the [state 

assessments], so it is important that the kids know them to pass the test.  So I’ll 

use that either during my guided reading time or when I’m working one-on-one 

with the students. (interview, 2/16/10) 

Ultimately, Julia decided that because she was feeling that guided reading was really 

helping her students and because of the article she had been given, that she needed to 

have students spending more time reading independently and in groups than in the whole 

group with the basal reader.  She had been given permission by the principal to make a 

change, and so mid-year she decided to alter her instructional plan in reading.  

 Prior to the switch, Julia had guided reading from 9:30-10:30, and then worked 

with the basal curriculum with the whole group from 10:30-11:00 and from 12:30-1:10.  

In January, Julia met with guided reading groups from 9:30-10:30, had silent reading and 

held individual conferences with students from 11:30-12:00, and after lunch either met 

with guided reading groups or worked as a whole class from 12:30-1:10.  The additional 

independent reading time and individual conferences, as I shared in Chapter 5, helped 

Julia feel as though she was better able to know and connect with her students.  Because 

of the change, Julia said that her students were learning to become better readers.  She 

said, “the students are still learning to work in a group, but also to work individually, and 

work in partners, and we’re still getting the main point across, but we’re not doing so 
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much that it’s overkill” (interview, 5/5/10).  In the end, she was much happier with her 

instruction and her knowledge of her students.  “Guided reading has gone really well.  I 

am happy about our SSR29 time and how we changed that schedule.  And I think getting 

the time to read every day, they really like that” (interview, 5/5/10).  Julia believed the 

change allowed her more time to get to know her students better, as well as target the 

needs of individual students. 

 First-Year Teacher: Rebecca.  Throughout the school year, Rebecca learned a lot 

about 6th grade students and teaching, and upon reflection, decided she needed to make a 

change.  One change was in her role as a teacher, and the other was in the structure of her 

reading class. 

 At the beginning of the year, as well, Rebecca described her role as “hands-off at 

this age.  It’s more of a facilitator and then you go.  Like giving prompts and then they do 

it.  It’s not teaching the basics or the mechanics.  They should already know that.  So I 

sort of see myself as one of the crowd” (interview, 9/18/09).  Then, when I asked 

Rebecca mid-year what she knew then that she had not known at the beginning of the 

year she said, “a lot.”  She went on to say: 

I know a lot more about what sixth graders are capable of, what to expect out of 

them and how to handle them.  And one thing I guess I thought was a little 

misleading is I sort of thought that at this age, that they don’t need the guidance or 

they don’t need remedial or even first time teaching about certain concepts.  I just 

sort of thought that they would be more on their own, less guided things, but I 

                                                
29 Sustained silent reading 
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realized that there’s a lot more that they still need to be taught. (interview, 

2/11/10) 

This realization that she needed to engage in more instruction for her students caused her 

to be more explicit in her teaching of concepts, particularly grammar concepts, on which 

she realized her students needed more instruction.  She said, “now we go through step-

by-step, read the directions.  Do this, what is an example, let’s do numbers 1 and 2 

together, a lot more guided” (interview, 2/11/10). 

 The second change for Rebecca had more to do with the structure of her language 

arts class.  At the beginning of the year, Rebecca said that she was thinking about 

incorporating The Daily 5 framework (Boushey & Moser, 2006).  In response to my 

question about what was helpful from her preparation program, she stated, “There’s a 

move for the Daily 5, which I heard about at [her practicum placement] and teachers are 

looking into that here, so I might even start that.  I ordered the book” (interview, 

9/18/09).  When I asked her what she thought reading would look like for the year, she 

said, “I’m not completely sure, I still have to think about doing Daily 5 stuff.  I’m not 

exactly sure how this two hours will go” (interview, 9/18/09).  

 In March, Rebecca made the change to implementing the Daily 5. Prior to my 

visit in March, I got an email from Rebecca: 

You'll be very surprised when you come.... :) I've completely rearranged my room 

and implemented Daily 5! Right now we're doing poetry and that day we'll be 

publishing and making our poetry books!  You'll be amazed at the difference! 

(email communication, 3/18/10) 
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The Daily 5 is based on providing students large blocks of uninterrupted time to choose 

to engage in one of five components: read to yourself, read to someone, work on writing, 

listen to reading, spelling/word work.  The goal is to have five separate blocks of time 

and for students to rotate through each of the five components.  Rebecca started language 

arts with a read aloud or mini-lesson, and then had three blocks of time for student 

independent work.  Rebecca made magnets with each student’s picture, and students used 

these magnets to slide themselves to their choice.  Rebecca then marked each student’s 

choice in a log she kept, and spent the time individually conferencing with students.  A 

couple times a week, Rebecca used one of the blocks for a common reading of a selection 

from the literature anthology or in literature circles. 

 From my observations, as mentioned in Chapter 5, the level of student 

engagement (as measured by perceived time on-task) was markedly improved (field 

notes, 3/31/10; 4/23/10; 5/13/10).  Aside from time on-task, I noted the transition time for 

students to move from one block to the next was significantly less than when students 

transitioned between activities before the change in structure (field notes, 4/23/10; 

reflective journal, 4/23/10).  Of the change, Rebecca said: 

It’s been a lot less stressful, a lot more student learning focused, I feel like, and 

student-driven.  And you know, with the chance of getting to see them one-on-one 

feels a lot better.  I just feel like I have a lot more control in what happens, and the 

time that I’m going to do something, and what I’m going to do instead of being 

pressured, with everything just thrown on me. (interview, 5/13/10) 
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What Rebecca discovered in the change was increased learning, a student-centered 

framework, and more control over behavioral management in her classroom.  Rebecca 

felt as though she knew her students better and that her students were better able to 

identify and work on their needs.  “They’re sort of striving toward their individual goal, 

which otherwise, that’s just left to the wind.  Sorry, you just learn what everybody else 

learns, not necessarily what you want to work on” (interview, 5/13/10). 

 Rebecca had the support of the school AYP coordinator, whom Rebecca went to 

in order to get some support for implementing the Daily 5 in her classroom starting in 

January.  She said, “Our new AYP coordinator is great.  She has become my new 

mentor…She’s already gave us, April30 and I, the opportunity to go and observe another 

6th grade classroom doing Daily 5 with our curriculum” (interview, 2/11/10).  After 

implementing the shift, I asked Rebecca how she made the change, she said: 

I just decided, I quit.  And really it was April and I together.  We kind of needed 

each other so we could both get a backbone and stand up and say, ‘you know, I’m 

not necessarily doing that’ … At the beginning of the year it was like, ‘Well, what 

week are you on?’  ‘I’m on vocabulary 5 and spelling week and bubble sheet 7, 

and this is what we’re doing.’  And both of us felt that pressure to always be on 

the same page.  And then we started thinking, we could change this.  So April and 

I worked together. (interview, 5/13/10) 

                                                
30 April was a former EBD teacher at Long Grove, and first-year sixth grade teacher on Rebecca’s team.  Rebecca did 
most of her planning with April. 
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In working with a supportive colleague and with the support of the AYP coordinator 

behind her, Rebecca found the courage, in a sense, to discontinue the busy work of the 

vocabulary, spelling, and grammar workbooks. 

 Rebecca came to change the format and content of her language arts class because 

she hated the volume of workbook tasks and correcting, and that it was difficult to 

manage.  From her district-wide colleagues, she heard their surprise at what she and her 

team were doing.  I do not have evidence of this, but I sensed that she did not like to think 

of herself as a manager.  When she talked about who she was as a teacher, she said she 

was a facilitator, a guide, a model for her students.  But this was not at all what was 

represented when she spent close to an hour every day correcting and assigning 

workbook pages with her class.  In the end, Rebecca sought out resources to help her 

implement reading instruction the way she believed would be best for her students.

 Fourth-Year Teacher: Molly.  Molly’s 3rd grade classroom was the most 

traditional of any of the classrooms that I visited.  Instruction revolved around four 

novels, and students read aloud standing up for their turn, round robin style.  I thought I 

had reached data saturation within my first three visits.  Each class was exactly the same: 

read aloud, summary of the reading from the previous day from the class novel, students 

taking turns reading the next chapter aloud, students answering questions from the 

packet.  As students stood to read aloud, I was so surprised by the practice, I think I 

stopped looking for what was really there.  As I shared in Chapter 3, I was so biased 

against the structure of this reading class, that I didn’t accurately observe what was 

happening within the classroom.  And while, I still felt as though I had learned everything 
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I needed to in a few visits, I continued to observe her classroom on our originally 

determined schedule.  I’m glad I did.  When Molly’s class read the novel Wind in the 

Willows (Grahame, 2008), she broke the class into small groups.  The small groups would 

read in partners, independently, or as a group, and then went through the packets 

together.  Molly then brought the group together at the end for a whole class discussion 

of the text (1/11/10; 2/3/10). 

 In Chapters 4 and 5, I shared that Molly talked about literature circles as a 

practice she really was excited to implement after observing it in her practicum.  Her first 

time through trying it didn’t work very well for her.  She felt as though it was difficult to 

manage and her students were not staying responsible for the work.  But as a more 

experienced teacher, she was ready to try it again.  

 In March, Molly talked about her success with Wind in the Willows, but she was 

not seeing the same progress with her next novel, so she went back to the original 

structure for reading.  She said, “I like it when they’re in groups because they get more 

reading time.  I feel like there’s more discussion time.  So right now for this book I 

haven’t figured it out, I don’t know exactly how to do that” (interview, 3/10/10).  So 

though it had worked for one text, she was not able to replicate the practice with the next 

novel.  She talked again about giving small groups a try during our final interview: 

Molly: Yeah, I mean, overall I've, my favorite book would have been Wind in the 

Willows.  I just feel like they connected so well, and the discussion around it was 

so great, and I loved that.  And we were in groups, and the groups have gone so 

much better than I think I've ever had before. 
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Catherine:  Why do you think they went well this time? 

Molly:  I don't, I don't know.  I think, well a lot of it was I think I had maybe a 

little more structure and maybe they just, I think they were, the group too was just 

ready for a change versus the up and down in rows reading. And so I think they 

were real excited about not reading up and down in the rows.  And I think they 

just, I don't know, for some reason I think kids just connect well with animals.  

Just, and I think that's the book, I think it was an easy book to read.  And 

sometimes I feel like I don’t necessarily know if groups are what the school 

wants.  Sometimes I don’t know if that’s ok or not (interview, 5/17/10). 

It was at this moment that I realized the importance of this shift in her practice, that she 

was really moving against the status quo of the school to try something that she had 

carried with her from her preparation program. 

 Interestingly, most of our conversation about her change to small groups, just 

within the scope of Wind in the Willows happened at the very end of our final interview.  

In fact, I had turned off my audio recorder and we were just chatting about her summer 

plans.  As I was leaving, Molly asked if there was any feedback I had about her teaching.  

I shared that I thought she was talented at asking higher order questions, and that her 

students were able to connect to text in deep ways.  I said that this was very clear 

particularly when she was teaching Pilgrim’s Progress, a fairly complex text to cover in 

third grade, and yet her students were able to successfully engage in discussion on the 

text.  I agreed with her opinion that she could improve her vocabulary instruction, and I 

suggested a few resources to help.  We then engaged in a conversation about assessment 
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and instruction, and how to meet the needs of struggling readers.  Granted, none of these 

conversations were at very deep levels, but I offered to find time over the summer if she 

was interested in continuing the conversation.   

 I was a little apprehensive to begin a conversation around the structure of her 

reading class, as she had said at our second interview, “I really love how our reading is in 

here” (interview, 3/10/10); however, her comment in the final interview about not being 

sure if the school wanted her to run small groups gave me an opening. At the end of the 

conversation, I said that her instinct to continue to try to incorporate small group work 

and move away from the whole class reading of the novel was on the right track.  I said 

that small groups would provide her students more opportunities to read text either aloud 

or independently, and that she could still engage in whole group discussion as she had 

with Wind in the Willows, but that they would have more opportunities to read more if 

they were working in small groups.   

 I told Molly that I thought having students working in partners or even 

independently, as opposed to reading in rows, would help her students make more 

progress as readers, upon which Molly said, “Yeah, I know, but that’s where I might run 

into trouble” (reflective journal, 5/17/10).  I asked, then, “Is that the way reading is taught 

in the entire building?” and she replied, “Yup.  That’s the way we all do it” (reflective 

journal, 5/17/10).  She said when she first got the job in the school, she questioned the 

way reading was taught and she was told, “This is how we teach reading.”  So she hadn’t 

been able to get away from that, until her shift with Wind in the Willows.  
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Discussion 

 These places where teachers went against what had been done or was typically 

done in their school contexts, or what they were told to do, may seem like a small thing.  

To these teachers, however, these ways to insert themselves more into the decisions of 

the curriculum and instruction of their classes felt like big things.  Rebecca spent months 

talking about not liking what she was doing before taking the step to make a change.  

Julia went to the district literacy coach and her principal multiple times for support.  

These were not decisions these teachers took lightly.  They talked about their reasons for 

them in very articulate ways, and though each was not yet completely satisfied with the 

outcome, they were happier and felt more effective. 

 Assertion: Novice teachers require leadership and effective mentors to help 

support their continued development as teachers.  In general, the novice teachers I 

studied lacked leadership and mentors with whom to discuss their reading instruction.  

Snow et al. (2005) state that in order to move from declarative and situated knowledge to 

stable procedural, as well as further on the continuum to expert and reflective knowledge, 

novice teachers require reliable supports in place to provide opportunities for teacher 

learning around situations in designing and implementing instruction to meet the varied 

needs of students in a typical U. S. classroom. Taylor et al. (2002) found the importance 

of strong leadership in their study of effective schools.  When asked with whom she 

talked about her reading instruction, Anna replied, “Nobody.  I guess nobody.  I’m not 

really talking to anybody” (interview, 4/16/10).  In our final interview, I asked Anna if 

there were any supports for her in her reading instruction, she replied, “Not really.  I 
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guess even for the other subjects, there isn’t really any support for me” (interview, 

5/19/10).  

 Anders, Hoffman, and Duffy (2000) posit that on-going support for early career 

teachers is a characteristic of high-quality teacher education programs, and findings from 

several studies in the transition to teaching reading (Liston et al., 2006; Massey, 2006; 

Pomerantz & Pierce, 2004; Pierce & Pomerantz, 2006) found that new teachers require 

support for their unique teaching contexts. Pomertanz and Pierce (2004) found that 

preservice teachers, like my examples of Lilly and Anna, were unable to fully implement 

their conceptions of instruction, due to the influence of their cooperating teacher, 

incomplete conceptual understanding, and additional factors.  Clandinin and Connelly 

(1995) posit that it is through sharing stories of teaching that reflective awakenings and 

transformations in practice most readily occur.  Without the opportunity to reflect with 

mentors, these teachers are prevented the opportunity to share their teaching stories, to 

build their personal practical knowledge. 

 Each of the teachers highlighted in this chapter admitted areas of growth in their 

teaching, and reflected on what was not working in their practice.  Lilly, Julia, and 

Rebecca benefited from collaboration to help with thinking through their changes in 

instruction.  Anna and Molly relied on their learning from RU to support their decisions 

to make changes in their practice (or in Anna’s case, to make changes to how instruction 

had been with her cooperating teacher’s practice).  Though each teacher was still working 

on fully implementing their visions, they were closer.  And with continued support, they 

might be able to realize their ideal reading instruction. 
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Framing My Findings with Third Space Theory 

 When I set out to do this dissertation, I did not go looking for examples of 

teachers working within and against constraints, conflicts, or tensions.  But as I continued 

to collect and analyze data, I could not ignore these situations and the way they were 

shared and discussed by my participants.  I kept returning to readings I remembered from 

my Theorizing Culture and Teaching colloquium regarding identity as it relates to culture 

and teaching. I thought about Gloria Anzladua’s (2007) Borderlands/La Frontera: The 

New Mestiza, and Homi Bhabha’s (1994) Locating Culture and Identity.  These texts do 

not provide an exact frame for my thinking, as these texts explore the experiences of 

someone living on, between, and within borders of different cultures, languages, and 

identities (Anzladua, 2007) and “the performative nature of differential identities: the 

regulation and negotiation of those spaces that are continually, contingently, ‘opening 

out’, remaking the boundaries, exposing the limits of any claim to a singular or 

autonomous sign of difference – be it class, gender, or race.  Such assignations of social 

differences – where difference is neither One nor the Other but something else besides, 

in-between – find their agency in a form of the ‘future’ where the past is not originary, 

where the present is not simply transitory.  It is, if I may stretch a point, an interstitial 

future, that emerges in-between the claims of the past and the needs of the present” 

(Bhabha, 1994, p. 219).   

 I think the way Anzladua and Bhabha’s notions of border identities, of in-

between, are particularly helpful in thinking about identity and practice in ways other 
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than in binary terms, and it was this characteristic of their work that continued to draw 

me back throughout my analysis.  And more recent conceptualizations of Bhabha’s third 

space have found their way into literacy and education, particularly as related to 

adolescents’ use of everyday knowledge and literacies in classrooms (Benson, 2010; 

Moje et al., 2004) and teacher education programs (Zeichner, 2010).  I do not, however, 

intend to equate these teachers’ experiences with marginalized cultural, ethnic, and 

linguistic minorities in classrooms or overextend the use of third space as a frame.  What 

was helpful for me was to relate the ways these teachers were finding space in their 

classrooms within perceived or real constraints to do what they believed would be better 

for themselves and their students. 

 For example, there is the case of Rebecca’s taking back of her classroom.  When I 

entered her classroom in April, it was a completely different place.  She had changed the 

physical layout of the desks and tables, brought in lamps, put down carpet, had new 

posters on the walls and students’ individual goals on the board.  She moved around the 

room in a new way, sitting with students, alongside students in desks or sometimes on the 

floor.  Her otherwise chatty students worked, really worked, for 90 minutes, and student 

talk was related to sharing work, reading together, or conferences with Rebecca.  Her 

practice was not perfect.  But she had found that her classroom could be a place to work 

against the customs of her team.   

 

Conclusion 
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 The teachers and their instruction I described in this chapter are not always a 

model of the most effective instruction in reading.  The purpose of this chapter was not to 

critique the practices that these teachers were moving away from and moving towards.  

Rather, I intended to share the contexts within which these teachers were situated, and 

how they were able to make changes with perceived or explicit constraints they felt 

influencing their classrooms.  Some were more successful in realizing their visions of 

practice than others, though each grew in some ways with the experience of making these 

shifts in practice. 
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Chapter 7 

Conceptions of Effective Reading Teachers:  

A Nexus of Knowledge, Beliefs, and Identities 

 

 Since the call in Anders, Hoffman, and Duffy (2000) for additional research into 

reading teacher education, the last decade has seen increased attention on how reading 

teachers are prepared.  In the review of research in Chapter 2, I briefly outlined the 

current state of research in reading teacher education, as well as the transition to teaching 

reading.  In Chapter 2, attention was not given to a consideration of research on effective 

reading teachers, but this area of research is important in light of the results of this 

dissertation study.  In this chapter, I describe findings from several key studies into 

effective reading teachers.  Then, I share the conceptions held by the teacher participants 

in this study about effective reading teachers, and how these intersected with their 

conceptions of themselves as reading teachers.  I end the chapter with a discussion of 

some of the common patterns across participants, as well as connections to the broader 

research on effective reading teachers. 

What is an effective reading teacher? 

 In their CIERA school change project, Taylor et al. (1999) identified 

characteristics of effective primary (K-3) reading teachers. Effective instruction included: 

instructional-level small group work; more coaching on strategies directed towards 

comprehension of a variety of texts; a balance of systematic, explicit phonics instruction 

and real reading and writing; and encouragement of higher-level responses to text.  
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Additionally, Taylor et al. (1999) found that the most effective teachers made more of an 

effort to reach out to parents, provided time for independent reading, and maintained high 

levels of on-task behavior. 

 Pressley et al. (2001) found that in effective primary teachers’ classrooms, 90% of 

students spent their time in productive reading and writing more than 90% of the time.  

Teaching behaviors and classroom characteristics of the most effective teachers in their 

study included: excellent classroom management; positive, reinforcing, cooperative 

environment; skills explicitly taught (word-level, comprehension, and writing skills); 

literature emphasis; much reading and writing; match of accelerating demands to student 

competence, with a great deal of monitoring and scaffolding; self-regulation is 

encouraged; and strong connections across the curriculum. 

 Both of these previous studies focused on primary classrooms and teachers, and 

do not offer a portrait of effective teaching in upper elementary classrooms.  While there 

may be overlap, it cannot be certain that what is effective teaching in first grade 

classrooms will translate to effective teaching in sixth grade classrooms.  In 2000, the 

International Reading Association released a position statement, Effective reading 

teachers: A position statement of the International Reading Association.  This document 

drew on the work of the previous two research teams as well as other studies and reports, 

and described effective reading teachers at all grade levels.  In the statement, the 

following list of excellent reading teacher characteristics was provided: understand 

reading and writing development and believe all children can learn to read and write; 

continually assess children’s individual progress and relate reading instruction to 
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children’s previous experiences; know a variety of ways to teach reading, when to use 

each method, and how to combine the methods into an effective instructional program; 

offer a variety of materials and texts for children to read; use flexible grouping strategies 

to tailor instruction to individual students; and are good reading coaches, providing help 

strategically. 

 Building on research on effective primary reading teachers, Allington and 

Johnston (2002) sought to better understand effective fourth-grade literacy instruction.  

Their broad sample of participants included 30 fourth-grade teachers in five states (New 

York, New Jersey, New Hampshire, Texas, and California) nominated as extraordinarily 

effective fourth-grade teachers.  Through their classroom observations and interviews 

with the teacher participants, four common features of instruction associated with 

exemplary reading teachers were identified: (1) classroom talk was respectful, supportive, 

and productive, and was deliberately taught; (2) curriculum was integrated across content 

areas, and incorporates multilevel texts in relevant and diverse genres representing 

multiple cultural, gender, and class perspectives; (3) open instructional opportunities 

were well-planned but flexible, focused on engagement and collaboration, incorporating 

more individual and small–group instruction than whole–group; and (4) assessment was 

focused on improvement, progress, and effort, including focused feedback and 

encouragement, and with attention to individual development, goals, self-evaluation and 

self-regulation. 

 As part of the CIERA school change project, Morrow et al. (2002) examined 

practice in effective fourth grade reading teachers’ classrooms.  Through their 



 

 251 

investigation, several common characteristics were identified across the classrooms of the 

identified effective reading teachers.  The classrooms contained many books of all levels 

and genres, organized to help students find books they might be interested in reading.  

Effective teachers were consistent in their classroom management.  Also, literacy was 

experienced in many different ways in these classrooms, including shared, guided, and 

independent reading and writing, as well as collaborative reading and writing with peers, 

and literacy was incorporated across curricular areas. 

 In a more recent review of research, Blair, Rupley, and Nichols (2007) identified 

five common features and instructional components of effective elementary teachers 

through their examination of research studies and position papers.  Effective K-6 reading 

teachers: assess students’ reading strengths and weaknesses, structure reading activities 

around an explicit instructional frame, provide students with opportunities to learn and 

apply skills and strategies in authentic tasks, and believe in one’s teaching abilities and 

expect students to be successful. (See Table 7.1 for a summary of characteristics of 

effective reading teachers across reviewed research studies.). 

Table 7.1: Summary of Research on Characteristics of Effective Reading Teachers 

Author(s), year Characteristics of Effective Reading Teachers 
Taylor et al., 1999 • Use instructional-level small group work 

• Coaching vs telling or recitation 
• Balance of systematic, explicit phonics instruction and real 

reading and writing 
• Encouragement of higher-level responses to text 
• Time for independent reading 
• High levels of on-task behavior from student 
• Encouragement of parent involvement 
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Author(s), year Characteristics of Effective Reading Teachers 
Pressley et al., 2001 • Excellent classroom management 

• Cultivating a positive, cooperative environment 
• Explicit teaching of skills 
• Emphasis on literature 
• Matching accelerating demands to student competence 
• Encouragement of self-regulation 
• Strong connections across the curriculum 
• Lots of time dedicated to reading and writing 
 

IRA Position 
Statement, 2000 

• Understand reading and writing development 
• Believe all children can learn to read and write 
• Continually assess children’s individual progress 
• Relate reading instruction to children’s previous experiences 
• Know a variety of ways to teach reading, when to use each 

method, and how to combine methods 
• Offer a variety of materials and texts 
• Use flexible grouping strategies 
• Are good reading coaches 
 

Allington & 
Johnston, 2002 

• Respectful, supportive, and productive classroom talk 
• Curriculum was integrated across content areas 
• Curriculum incorporates multilevel texts in relevant and 

diverse genres representing multiple cultural, gender, and 
class perspectives 

• Open instructional opportunities were well-planned but 
flexible,  

• Instruction focused on engagement and collaboration 
• More individual and small–group instruction than whole –

group 
• Assessment focused on improvement, progress, and effort, 
• Focused feedback and encouragement 
• Attention to individual development, goals, self-evaluation 

and self-regulation 
 

Morrow et al., 2002 • Classrooms containing many organized books of varied 
levels and genres 

• Consistent in classroom management 
• Use literacy in many different ways including shared, 

guided, and independent reading and writing 
• Allow for collaborative reading and writing with peers 
• Literacy incorporated across curricular areas 
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Author(s), year Characteristics of Effective Reading Teachers 
Blair, Rupley, & 
Nichols, 2007 

• Assess students’ reading strengths and weaknesses 
• Structure reading activities around an explicit instructional 

frame 
• Provide opportunities to learn and apply skills and strategies 

in authentic tasks 
• Believe in one’s teaching abilities 
• Expect students to be successful 
 

 

How do these findings compare to what the 7 novice teachers in this dissertation study 

think is an effective reading teacher?  In the remaining sections of this chapter, I share the 

views of the participants in this study and how they talked about effective reading 

teachers and instruction. 

From the Participants: Effective Teachers of Reading 

 One of the most interesting conversations I had with the teacher participants in 

my study included interview questions where we discussed effective reading teachers: 

what is an effective reading teacher, what do their classrooms look and sound like, as 

well as what is included in their instructional practice, and what expectations an effective 

reading teacher has of students.  Through this conversation, teachers shared what they 

believed reading instruction to look like, and often, compared this to their own practice.  

 When I asked each teacher to describe an effective reading teacher, several 

interesting points came across.  First, in most cases, teachers used examples from their 

own classroom and instruction when describing an effective reading teacher.  Second, in 

some cases, teachers mentioned effective teachers as models in areas they had previously 

mentioned as weakness in their own instruction.  Last, some teachers identified 

characteristics of effective reading teachers described in the research and reported in the 
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opening section of this chapter. Below, I briefly summarize how each participant 

described effective reading teachers and their classrooms, and then discuss some of the 

common patterns that emerged. 

 Summary of Teachers’ Conceptions of Effective Reading Teachers.  Fifth grade 

student teacher Anna described an effective reading teacher as someone who can 

incorporate the instructional components of guided reading, independent reading with 

conferences, and mini-lessons, and who knows his/her students and his/her reading.  For 

Anna, a reading classroom would be a mix of silence and whispered conferences during 

independent reading time, and engagement and contribution during mini-lessons.  She 

said, “But it all feels good.  It’s all encouraging.  And it looks organized and 

comfortable” (interview, 5/19/10).  Anna said that effective reading teachers have high 

expectations for their students, that students should all be on task and engaged with what 

they’re reading (interview, 5/19/10). 

 When asked to describe an effective reading teacher, third grade student teacher 

Lilly replied, “I don’t know.  That’s a hard question” (interview, 5/20/10).  However, she 

went on to describe a teacher who understands the needs of the students, and provides 

students with “more of a say. Like instead of us choosing the text all the time, maybe 

letting the kids choose a text.  Taking them down to the guided reading library and 

showing them, more choice for the students.  But yet making wise decisions on the 

teacher’s end of it to” (interview, 5/20/10).  For Lilly, an effective reading teacher would 

include read aloud, silent reading, shared reading, and guided reading in their 
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instructional framework.  Lilly also said that effective reading teachers inform students of 

their expectations and hold students accountable for their work (interview, 5/20/10). 

 Julia, 3rd grade first-year teacher, talked a lot about teacher and student 

engagement when describing effective reading teachers.  She said an effective reading 

teacher is, “Somebody who is interested and not bored” (interview, 5/5/10).  She also said 

that students would have books in their hands nearly all the time, and that the students 

should be excited about what they are reading.  She went on to say that effective reading 

teachers know where the students are in their reading and that each students’ needs are 

met and are challenged.  For Julia, an effective reading teacher works with small groups 

and individuals, monitors what students are doing, and would be organized.  An effective 

reading teacher would also expect students to try, to stay focused, and to do their best 

work. 

 For Nora, first-year 4th grade teacher, an effective reading teacher uses, “all sorts 

of ways to get reading to a student,” including the basal reader, chapter books, resources 

from the internet, plays, small reading groups, and vocabulary (interview, 5/10/10).  An 

effective reading teachers’ classroom, “would be noisy, ‘cause that means learning is 

going on” (interview, 5/10/10), and would have a good classroom library organized in a 

way that is accessible to students.  Nora stated that effective reading teachers are 

encouraging.  This encouragement extends to several aspects of reading instruction for 

Nora, including encouraging students to read books at and slightly above their reading 

level, to find and read different types of books, and to go see plays and musicals and 

appreciate theater.  Also for Nora, an effective reading teacher is a reader himself or 
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herself, and models reading during silent reading time.  Lastly, an effective reading 

teacher expects students to read, to try and to practice (interview, 5/10/10). 

  Sixth grade first-year teacher Rebecca described an effective reading teacher as 

someone with strong content knowledge and the ability to take the state standards and 

apply them in their practice.  Also, an effective reading teacher is confident in their 

teaching of the subject area.  For Rebecca, in an effective reading teachers’ classroom, 

students are “all doing exactly what they should be doing, and I don’t need to lead them.  

They’re engaged because they’re learning and they’re trying their own thing” (interview, 

5/13/10).  An effective reading teacher models everything, and loves what they’re doing, 

and has high expectations of students (interview, 5/13/10). 

 For Scott, third-year 4th grade teacher, an effective reading teacher pushes all 

students “to make the progress they’re ready to make” (interview, 5/27/10).  This is 

accomplished through a mix of guided and independent work, and some direct 

instruction.  The classroom is silent during independent reading, and also includes 

conversation and collaboration with peers at other times.  An effective reading teacher 

observes and gathers information about what is happening in the classroom, and holds 

high expectations of students for consistent and quality work, believing that all students 

can make progress from the beginning of the year to the end of the year. 

 Molly, fourth-year 3rd grade teacher, began similarly to Lilly, “An effective 

reading teacher?  I don’t know” (interview, 5/17/10).  However, Molly continued that an 

effective reading teacher is “a teacher who is going to get kids to love reading” 

(interview, 5/17/10), and that their classroom would be full of books.  An effective 
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reading teachers’ instruction would vary and would be engaging, and that would 

emphasize the love they have for reading.  Molly also shared that they would have high 

expectations of how much students read and that students understand what they’re 

reading, as well as completing their work and doing their best (interview, 5/17/10). 

 Examples from their Practice. Anna was the only teacher who did not provide 

examples from his or her teaching to illustrate effective reading teaching.  Anna said, “I 

was describing what I want it to be like in my future classroom.  In terms of my reading 

instruction over my student teaching, I’m not sure all that happened.  But my future 

classroom, those are all the goals of what I want it to be like when I do it” (interview, 

5/19/10). 

 When Lilly described an effective reading teacher as someone who understands 

the needs of the students.  She went on:  

So like for me, I’ve, and I’m not saying I’m an effective reading teacher by any 

means, but I do try based on what I’ve learned in my courses, but there are a few 

students in my guided reading group that I don’t think should be at M31, just 

because they’re not able to understand the story at a M level.  So then I’ve been 

working more one-on-one with them. (interview, 5/20/10) 

Lilly recognized that in using examples from her practice, she was essentially comparing 

herself to her vision of effective teaching.  However, she did not necessarily want to 

make that assumption, perhaps given her early career status as a student teacher.  

Nevertheless, she went on to draw on additional examples from her practice in her 

discussion of effective reading instruction.  She said that it was important for effective 
                                                
31 Fountas and Pinnell’s (2007) Benchmark Assessment System 
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reading teachers to read aloud, “and then what I’ve been doing in read aloud is I’ve let 

some of the kids read out loud.  And even though they haven’t seen the text before, they 

still feel comfortable doing it” (interview, 5/20/10).   

 Julia also shared examples from her teaching when discussing effective reading 

instruction.  Julia stated that effective instruction included students working with text at 

their own level, and while sometimes it helps to use a common text, it was most 

important for students to spend most of their time reading text they can understand.  She 

said, “For example, when I’m teaching a lesson, I’m thinking of all these things I can do 

tomorrow…using the books they’re reading on their own” (interview, 5/5/10).  As she 

described effective teaching, Julia shared a way she engaged in effective instruction using 

students’ independent choice texts in lessons. 

 Nora also used several examples of her own practice to support her vision of an 

effective reading teacher.  For example, Nora shared that effective reading teachers had 

lots of various types of books in their classrooms for students, particularly picture books 

that hold lots of interesting information.  She said, “I check out 20-30 picture books every 

week, and sometimes they have a theme that goes with our story or what we’re doing” 

(interview, 5/10/10).  Aside from providing materials for her students to read, Nora also 

stated that effective reading teachers model independent reading for their students, and 

she said, “I always read with them, and talk about how reading was one of my favorite 

things, and I showed them my Kindle and how cool it is and how many books I read over 

breaks” (interview, 5/10/10).  Nora also shared that talking about effective teaching is 

difficult, “because it’s just stuff you naturally do and don’t think of.  It’s just there” 
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(interview, 5/10/10).  For Nora, teaching was something that came naturally.  It seems 

she believes that you are either an effective teacher or not, with little need to reflect and 

improve. 

 Rebecca felt that she was getting closer to her vision of effective teaching with the 

change in her instructional framework.  She saw her new model of instruction to be closer 

to what the program at RU had stressed, not being the teacher always in the front of the 

room.  Rather, she was now, “in amongst the kids.  They’re all doing exactly what they 

should be doing, and I don’t need to lead them” (interview, 5/13/10).  She also said an 

effective teacher has a love for what they are reading. “That’s what we always thought, 

and this year it was really funny.  Both of our [her colleague April’s class and her own] 

classes really loved City of Ember32. But she [her team leader] always said that none of 

her classes ever liked it.  And you know, kids can really tell if you don’t like it yourself” 

(interview, 5/13/10).  Modeling a love of reading was something Rebecca felt 

strengthened her vision of herself as an effective reading teacher. 

 Scott also shared an example of his own practice that illustrated his vision of 

effective reading teachers and instruction.  Scott described an effective reading teacher as 

someone who pushes students to make progress that they’re ready to make.  He went on 

to say that, “In the case of my students, they were ready to make the progress from 

learning how to read, how to decode, to really looking at reading as a way of gathering 

information” (interview, 5/27/10).   As previously discussed, the move from learning to 

                                                
32 DuPrau, J. (2003). The City of Ember. New York: Random House. 
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read to reading to learn was an important one in Scott’s instruction for his fourth grade 

students. 

 Molly also mentioned her own practice in her discussion of effective teaching. 

Molly said that she helps her students believe, “I encourage them, and [tell them] it’s ok 

to struggle in reading and to get them to push through and persevere so that they become 

a better reader” (interview, 5/17/10).  When discussing effective reading teachers’ 

expectations, she said she expects her students to read every night and to do their best on 

their work.  “I expect you to struggle but to push through.  To sound out words, to just 

keep going and to get their work done” (interview, 5/17/10).  Though Molly lacked the 

knowledge of how to help her students when they struggled with their reading, as 

discussed in Chapter 5, she held the expectation that students should push through and 

that would help them become better readers.  

 Areas for Improvement.  During the discussion of effective teachers of reading, 

several of the teachers suggested aspects important to effective instruction that they had 

previously acknowledged as a weakness in their own teaching.  Lilly gave examples from 

her practice for support for her ideas about effective reading instruction, and she also 

shared areas she wanted to improve.  For example, when discussing instruction, she said 

that it was important for the teacher to include several genres in instruction.  Teaching 

various genres was an area Lilly had discussed previously as a focus in third grade.  

When she explained effective reading instruction, she said, “I did this in my guided 

reading, but in hindsight I’m like, yeah, I should have mixed it up a little bit. ‘Cause they 

all really liked non-fiction, but I think they need to know other stuff too, and really 
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introduce other genres” (interview, 5/20/10).  Lilly seemed to struggle with finding the 

balance between giving students choice and introducing varied genre study into her 

guided reading.  She did comment that she was able to do more varied genres in her 

whole class language time in the mornings (interview, 5/12/10).  

 Throughout Lilly’s interviews, a goal for herself and an expectation for her 

students was accountability.  When I asked her what expectations an effective reading 

teacher has of students, she replied, 

Really holding the students liable to or making them accountable for whatever the 

work [is that] you give them.  And that’s been my problem in my classroom for 

student teaching in language arts or any subject.  Like, the kids, if they don’t get 

it, they think they don’t have to do it.  And I try to be explicit in my instructions 

and I do a lot of guided practice, optimal learning model stuff, and some of them 

still don’t do it.  And I don’t know if it’s because they think they don’t have to or 

if they don’t get it.  So the kids that are missing work, like, I will talk to them one-

on-one and be like, ‘Ok, you didn’t turn this in.  Is there something that I can help 

you with on it?’  Like, I’ve been pretty open with them and try to give it my all, 

you know.  And I think it’s really trying to help the student through.  And making 

sure that they get it.  And not making it miserable for them if you can. (interview, 

5/20/10) 

It seems as though Lilly wants to hold students accountable, but doesn’t know what to do 

if the situation requires reteaching or additional instruction for students.  As noted in 

Chapter 5, Lilly did not have many alternatives in her instructional repertoire if students 
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were unsuccessful the first time through, which is typical for new teachers (Snow et al., 

2005). 

 Rebecca began her discussion of effective reading teachers with an area she felt 

was a weakness in her own instruction: content knowledge.  Earlier in our conversation, 

Rebecca had shared that there were times when she felt less confident in her knowledge 

of certain concepts she taught in reading, particularly referring to terminology in literary 

analysis and grammar concepts.  When describing an effective reading teacher, she began 

her description with, “Somebody who knows the material, in all those specific terms and 

being able to teach whatever needs to be taught” (interview, 5/13/10).  She went on to say 

that effective reading teachers are able to know when and how to apply the standards, and 

that she and April, “didn’t quite know everything that was gonna come up” and, feeling 

as though she had a very good scope and sequence for the year, but she didn’t think she 

had been able to apply all the standards she should have focused on (interview, 5/13/10).  

For Rebecca, an effective reading teacher would know the standards well enough to be 

able to incorporate them with ease throughout the year, something she had not been able 

to do in her first year.  

 In describing an effective teachers’ classroom, Scott said that students are able to 

engage in conversations with each other about their reading, something his students were 

better able to do around writing and reading. “Talking about their reading amongst 

themselves is still, they don’t do that very well yet, with their peers.  I mean, they can 

have a back and forth with me a little bit, but they struggle to have a back and forth with 

each other” (interview, 5/24/10).  It is difficult to know whether Scott felt this was an 
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area he wanted to improve or whether he did not think fourth graders to be capable of 

having self-guided discussions around text.  However, as he brought this up as a quality 

of an effective reading teacher’s classroom, it could be interpreted as something he’d like 

to see his students be able to do, and thinks it could be an area for growth in his 

instruction. 

 During our discussion of an effective reading teacher, Molly once again brought 

up her lack of knowledge around students who struggle with reading and how to help 

them.  This had been an area Molly discussed throughout our interviews, and she 

believed that it was beyond her ability as a classroom teacher to know the causes for why 

particular students struggle with reading and how to help these students improve.  Molly 

admitted, “I know as a teacher I will probably never be able to figure out all the reasons 

students can’t read or struggle [with] reading, but I’ll be able to see that a student is 

struggling.  And obviously, I want to try to help that, and I think if I can get that 

struggling reader to not turn away from reading and think that they’re dumb or they can’t 

read, but that they can read and I can encourage them and show them they can” 

(interview, 5/17/10).  Since Molly did not know what specifically to help a student with 

related to their reading skills, she relied on building students’ self-efficacy in reading to 

improve their performance (See Table 7.2 for a comparison of conceptions of effective 

reading teachers, examples of actual practice supporting conceptions, and areas for 

improvement.). 
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Table 7.2: Comparison of Conceptions, Examples from Actual Practice, and Areas for 
Improvement 
 

Participant Conceptions of Effective 
Teachers 

Examples of Actual 
Practice 

Areas of 
Improvement 

Anna • Incorporates guided and 
independent reading, 
conferences, and 
minilessons 

• Knows students and their 
reading 

• Organized  
• Maintains high levels of 

on-task behavior 
• Students are engaged 
• Holds students to high 

expectations 
 

[Anna did not 
provide examples 
of her own teaching 
to illustrate her 
conceptions of 
effective reading 
teaching] 

[Anna did not 
provide areas to 
improve in her 
discussion of 
effective reading 
teaching] 

Lilly • Understands needs of 
students 

• Provides students choice 
• Includes read alouds, 

silent, shared and guided 
reading 

• Informs students of 
expectations 

• Holds students 
accountable  

 

• Understands the 
needs of 
students 

• Inclusion of 
read aloud 

• Incorporating 
varied genres 

• Holding 
students 
accountable 

Julia • Is interested in the 
content 

• Encourages students to 
have books with them 
always 

• Knows the needs of 
students 

• Organized 
• Expects students to try 
 

• Thinks about 
how to adapt 
instruction 

• Uses 
independent 
choice texts in 
lessons 

[Julia did not 
provide areas to 
improve in her 
discussion of 
effective reading 
teaching] 
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Participant Conceptions of Effective 
Teachers 

Examples of Actual 
Practice 

Areas of 
Improvement 

Nora • Uses varied texts 
• Organized classroom 

library 
• Encouraging 
• Is a reader him/ herself 
• Expects students to try 

and to practice 
 

• Has many 
books of varied 
genres available 

• Reads and talks 
about reading 
with students 

[Nora did not 
provide areas to 
improve in her 
discussion of 
effective reading 
teaching] 

Rebecca • Strong content 
knowledge 

• Knows and can apply 
state standards 

• Confident in subject area 
• Students are engaged 
• Models everything 
• Holds students to high 

expectations 
 

• Resists direct 
instruction 

• Models a love 
of reading 

• Strong content 
knowledge 

• Knowledge of 
and ability to 
apply standards 

 

Scott • Pushes students to make 
progress they’re ready to 
make 

• Uses guided and 
independent work and 
direct instruction 

• Opportunities for 
conversation and 
collaboration with peers 

• Observes and gathers 
information on students 

• Holds students to high 
expectations 

• Believes all students can 
make progress 

 

• Helps students 
make progress 
they are ready 
for 

• Encouraging 
peer 
collaboration 
around reading 

Molly • Gets kids to love reading 
• Classroom full of books 
• Varied instruction 
• Instruction is engaging 
• Holds students to high 

expectations 
 

• Encouraging of 
students 

• Expects 
students to 
struggle but 
push through 

• Knowing causes 
for why 
students 
struggle with 
reading and 
how to help 

 



 

 266 

 An Effective Reading Teacher? After they described effective reading teachers 

and instruction in general, I asked each of the 7 teachers if they saw themselves as an 

effective reading teacher, and if they were describing themselves as they described 

effective teaching.  Most of the teachers said in some ways they were effective and in 

others they had room to grow.  Anna was the only teacher that did not compare herself to 

her vision of effective practice.  She said that, “I guess it would have been nice to have 

been in a classroom to see if I was capable of doing all that” (interview, 5/19/10).  She 

felt as though she had not been able to test out her vision of effective practice, and so was 

unable to think of herself as an effective reading teacher.  Instead, she said, “I guess I was 

describing what I want it to be like in my future classroom” (interview, 5/19/10).  She 

had been able to incorporate some aspects of her vision (mini-lessons and independent 

reading), and was not able to include guided reading and individual conferencing.  Anna 

felt as though she hadn’t been given the opportunity yet to become the effective reading 

teacher she hoped to be. 

 Lilly thought she was an effective reading teacher, though she knew she had more 

to learn.  She said:  

I think yes and no.  I mean, there’s a lot that I know that I have to learn yet, and 

that comes with practice and teaching.  But at the same time, I do believe that 

what I have been doing in guided reading and language arts…that the kids are 

more engaged and they like it a lot more…and a lot of the yes comes from my 

literacy practicum.  That was a whole semester and we really learned a lot as far 

as how to teach reading. (interview, 5/20/10) 
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Lilly felt strongly that her experience during her literacy practicum, particularly her 

extended work with a guided reading group, had prepared her for teaching reading. 

 Julia said there were areas she was able to be effective and others she was still 

working on.  She said, “I would say the fact that students are working on different things 

at different times of my day is effective.  I think I’m still trying to figure out how to use 

the base curriculum, and if and when” (interview, 5/5/10).  She gave the example of the 

lesson I had observed, in which she had students review the story they had read the 

previous day together, and in partners, work to identify the beginning, middle, and end of 

the story.  She thought that if this story had been at their independent reading levels, this 

would have been effective.  However, she went on, a large portion of her students 

struggled with reading the text independently and because of this, the lesson wasn’t a 

good example of effective instruction.  She said she struggles with knowing if she has to 

use the basal reader and how to most effectively use it if she does.  She acknowledges 

that this, along with other areas, is something she needs to work on, but she said that 

there are aspects of her instruction that are effective. 

 Julia and I had an interesting conversation earlier in the interview about how she 

views herself as a reading teacher.  In discussing the leadership at her school, she said 

that the focus on improving test scores has so permeated the school that there is little 

room for any other conversation with the administrators.  However, Julia had engaged in 

several positive conversations with her principal, discussed in Chapter 6, in which she 

was given permission to move away from using the basal reader as much as she had been 

using it.  In these conversations, Julia said: 
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Julia: Having those one-one one conversations [with the principal] has really 

made me feel confident and at the same time, I’ve also been told, ‘you know what 

you do best and if you’re comfortable with this, you do what’s best for the kids.  

You are the professional.’ So I guess it kind of goes by the day. 

Catherine: How do you feel about that?  Do you feel like, ‘Yeah, I am the 

professional, and I do know what to do?’ 

Julia: No.  That feels really scary.  I was like, a professional? I feel like I’m still a 

college kid, bopping around and I was like, ok.  But at the same time, it gives me 

confidence, ‘ok, you know what’s best so try it.’ And what I was doing wasn’t 

working and I didn’t like it, so she said try something different. (interview, 

5/5/10) 

Julia seemed to gain confidence from and yet felt uncomfortable with the label of 

professional.  She was given permission to try something different, but perhaps was not 

given suggestions of what that might look like.  But as a professional, she assumed that 

she should already know what to do.  In this way, Julia felt both empowered and 

constrained by the view of her as a professional. 

 Nora saw herself as an effective reading teacher, saying, “I would consider myself 

an effective teacher of reading.  I know that I can improve and there’s ways to improve 

because there’s always new and better things coming out.  But yes, I was describing 

myself” (interview, 5/10/10).  In this statement, we see that Nora thinks the only ways 

she needed to improve are to make sure she was staying current with what new 

information was coming out and maintaining good results on her students’ state test 
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scores.  She didn’t relate that she wasn’t doing something in her instruction that she could 

or should be. Instead, she said that looking at her students’ scores shows that she’s doing 

something right, and that she’s effective.  

 Similar to Lilly and Julia, Rebecca felt there were areas she was effective and 

areas she needed to improve.   She said: 

Sometimes [I’m effective].  Not as much with knowing what’s gonna happen…I 

don’t feel like I’m super prepared all the time.  Day to day I guess I am, but after 

that I don’t know.  I feel like I don’t exactly know with all the standards.  But 

having high expectations and a good classroom setting and environment…I feel 

like I’ve grown a lot this year.  So I’d say maybe half and half. (interview, 

5/13/10)  

Rebecca felt as though being hired at such a late date, with only a few days before the 

school year began to prepare, had really impaired her ability to be prepared for the scope 

of the school year.  Coupled with her lack of experience in upper elementary grades 

throughout her preparation program at RU, she knew this was something that she wanted 

to improve. 

 Scott also thought that there were areas to improve in his practice, but there were 

also areas he was effective in his reading instruction.  He said, “Yes and no.  I would say 

that I don’t probably use the data as well as I could.  That’s a place I could be more 

effective.  I think there’s a good mix of the types of instructional time, so in that regard 

I’m effective.  But I think I could be more effective at monitoring where students are and 

bringing them forward” (interview, 5/24/10). Scott had mentioned numerous times 
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throughout our interviews that he knew he could be integrating assessment more 

effectively in his instruction, so it was not surprising to hear him bring that up as 

something that would help him be more effective.   

 Molly had the least to say when I asked if she saw herself as an effective reading 

teacher.  She said, “Yeah, I think so.  I think I’m effective.  I think I can always get 

better, but I think yeah” (interview, 5/17/10). Despite the areas of growth that she 

discussed throughout our interviews, Molly felt confident as an effective reading teacher.   

Analysis of Findings Across Participants 

 Though I did see evidence of the characteristics of effective reading teachers 

identified in the literature throughout my observations of the participants, not many of 

these characteristics were included in the teachers’ verbal descriptions of effective 

reading instruction.  The most common characteristic mentioned was varied instruction, 

including whole group, small group, and individual instruction.  Both of the preservice 

teachers, and Julia, Nora, and Scott described this characteristic during their illustrations 

of effective practice.  For example, Lilly said, “There would be the different kinds of 

reading: read aloud, silent reading, shared reading, all of that…and then really make it 

more individual” (interview, 5/20/10).    

 Another of the common themes across the literature on reading teacher 

effectiveness is a focus on the role of teacher as coach, rather than on telling or recitation.  

This did not come out often in my participants’ descriptions of effective instruction, but 

was offered when I asked the teachers how they viewed their role as a teacher.  In each 

case, teachers in my study described themselves as a facilitator of student learning.  For 
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example, Lilly said, “It’s important to coach, and kind of sit with the child” (interview, 

11/5/09).  As discussed in Chapter 6, Rebecca realized that she needed to engage a little 

more as an instructor rather than simply assigning work for the students to do 

independently.  She said, “I had to realize I had to be more of a facilitator than a 

spectator, now that I know what the kids are capable of” (interview, 2/11/10).  Nora also 

described herself this way, “I would sort of say like a facilitator, as a guide…just kind of 

present the information” (interview, 2/10/10).  Molly also described herself as a 

facilitator.  “I think I’m a facilitator in terms of giving them the tools that they need to 

continue their own education,” which she viewed as helping them recognize the 

knowledge that they have and how to gain more knowledge (interview, 3/10/10). 

 Upon reflection, I think this interview question was perceived as a test, and all the 

teachers knew the buzzword answer: facilitator.  I did not probe more deeply about what 

this meant to them and how they saw this in their practice.  Several of the participants 

(Rebecca and Scott most directly) mentioned that the program at RU had stressed 

facilitation and coaching as a characteristic of effective practice over telling and 

recitation, as described in the review at the start of the this chapter.  Since I did not 

always observe the participants in the role of facilitator in their teaching, it would have 

been helpful to ask the teachers what being a facilitator meant to their instruction. 

 When examining participants’ responses for evidence of the other characteristics 

of effective reading instruction, I found limited examples.  Exceptions included Scott 

when he mentioned using assessment to inform instruction, which was identified in 

several of the studies and reports on teacher effectiveness.  Also, Julia discussed students 
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being engaged in lots of reading and writing throughout reading and other content areas.  

Nora and Molly included having an organized classroom library with lots of varied 

books. 

 This chapter was designed to illustrate the varied conceptions of effective teachers 

and teaching.  I did not set out to replicate studies measuring teacher effectiveness in 

reading instruction or assign participant teachers to categories of effective or ineffective.  

Each teacher in this study had strengths and most admitted weaknesses.  However, some 

of the characteristics of effective teaching came through during my observations and 

interviews, particularly described in Chapter 5, and highlighted in the text above.   

 In the final chapter of the dissertation, I will draw conclusions from the analyses 

and findings presented in Chapter 4-7 and provide implications for reading teacher 

preparation and the support of teachers during their induction years. 
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Chapter 8 

Conclusions and Implications 

 

Every other day I’m questioning whether or not this is what I’m supposed to do 

because I’m like, oh my god, I’m so overwhelmed.  But it’s good.  I mean, I love 

it.  I like coming to school every day.  And at the end of the day, I feel like I did 

something well.  And I feel like everybody’s leaving knowing something a little 

bit more. (Julia, interview, 9/16/09) 

 

 Teaching is hard work.  The immense responsibility for children’s learning is not 

to be taken lightly, particularly as it relates to reading instruction. And that responsibility 

was not lost on the teacher participants with whom I had the privilege of spending a 

school year.  As teacher accountability to student learning outcomes as measured by 

standardized assessments in reading becomes more of a reality for teacher contract 

renewal and tenure, what teachers know and can do is an important area of research and 

program review for reading teacher educators.  Through this study, I learned a great deal 

about novice teachers, as well as about myself.  

 In the final chapter of this dissertation, I will focus on a synthesis across the 

findings. I summarize the findings from Chapters 4-7 by returning to the research 

questions that guided this study.  I will also present implications for teacher educators 

and literacy researchers, and provide directions for future research. 
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A Return to the Purpose of the Study as an Interpretive Frame 

 In this study, I sought to better understand the knowledge, beliefs, and identities 

of reading teachers within the transition to teaching experience.  To address this purpose, 

I was guided by four primary research questions: 

1. How do elementary teacher candidates / beginning teachers conceptualize 

their knowledge and beliefs about the teaching of reading during and/or after 

their PT program? 

2. How do elementary teacher candidates’ / beginning teachers’ knowledge, 

beliefs, and identities continue to develop over time across the transition to 

teaching continuum (e.g., within the first 4 years of teaching)? 

3. How are elementary teacher candidates’ / beginning teachers’ knowledge and 

beliefs about teaching reading visible in their teaching practice? 

4. How does teaching context influence elementary teacher candidates’ / 

beginning teachers’ continued development of their knowledge and beliefs 

about teaching reading, and their identities as teachers of reading?  

I wanted to know if and how teachers’ knowledge and beliefs changed as teachers move 

from learning about teaching to the work of teaching in their own classrooms.  I probed 

into not only how teachers talk about what they know and believe, but I also wanted to 

find out what novice teachers do in their classroom instruction.  Of key importance was 

my interest in the role of the context for teaching and its influence on these novice 

teachers’ knowledge, beliefs, and identities.  Using the study research questions as a 
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guide, I examined the assertions generated and described in Chapters 4-6 and drew the 

following conclusions. 

 First, the participant teachers learned a substantial amount of knowledge about 

reading development and effective teaching practices in their preparation program 

coursework and practicum experiences.  In many cases, teachers found models they 

wanted to emulate when they began teaching reading, either through their university 

instructors, practica supervisors or mentor classroom teachers, or in student teaching 

cooperating teachers.  In some cases, the seven participant teachers learned what they did 

not want to do as they teach reading in their own classrooms. In addition, teacher 

participants did not always see the importance of their learning in their preservice 

coursework until after leaving their program and starting their teaching career.  The most 

powerful learning that informed the teacher participants’ own practice came through the 

interconnection of theory and practice through coursework and observations in practica 

and student teaching experiences.  Important in this conclusion is the inter-reliant nature 

of theory and practice in reading teacher education – that it takes both looking deeply at 

theory undergirding reading development and instruction as well as experiencing practice 

through fieldwork to support novice teachers of reading.  

 A second conclusion I drew from the results of this study is that these participant 

teachers were generally confident in their knowledge and practice of reading instruction 

but required mentors to support their continued learning.  In completing a self-

assessment of knowledge and application of the state standards for reading instruction, 

teachers felt they were knowledgeable about the standards and were able to incorporate 
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them into their teaching practice.  Teachers felt that even though they had areas of 

knowledge and practice to improve, they were effective teachers of reading.  And though 

teachers felt confident about their knowledge, there remained gaps in their understanding 

about students and instruction.  Because of this, a recommendation from this study is that 

mentor teachers are needed for novice teachers to help provide these educators with the 

reading knowledge and pedagogical tools necessary to become even more effective 

teachers of reading. 

 A third conclusion drawn from this study is that the participant teachers often 

attached their knowledge to their practice.  In designing this study, I was influenced by 

Clandinin & Connelly’s (1995) Teachers’ Professional Knowledge Landscapes, 

particularly the metaphor of knowledge as a landscape.  This metaphor allowed for the 

discussion of knowledge in terms of space, place, and time.  Reading teacher knowledge 

is complex and inextricably linked with practice.  Though teachers in this study 

sometimes discussed their practice in ways that did not coincide with my observations of 

their practice, many of my discussions with teachers about their knowledge related to 

their teaching. 

 A fourth conclusion of this study is that participant teachers lacked attention to 

assessment-driven reading instruction.  The teachers in this study shared that knowledge 

and implementation of assessment linked to instruction was an area of weakness.  The 

connection between assessment of student reading needs and instruction was lacking in 

the responses of teachers as they discussed their instruction.  Some of the teachers 
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recognized this as an area of weakness in their instruction, while others did not recognize 

assessment as a weakness.   

 A fifth conclusion of this study is that participant teachers felt constrained in 

numerous ways by their teaching context.  However, in some cases, teachers were able to 

adjust their instruction to better meet the needs of their students and to create a 

classroom framework for reading that better fit their vision of effective practice.  

Teachers drew on their knowledge gained in their preservice program and in some cases 

informal mentors in their building to move forward with shifts in their practice.  In most 

cases, teachers were satisfied that the changes they had made were best for them and their 

students, and though they had more to learn, felt good about the changes made in their 

instruction. 

 Darling-Hammond (2006) argues that quality teacher education programs can 

help new teachers navigate the challenges early-career teachers face.  Research 

previously conducted in the transition to teaching reading has shown the importance of 

quality teacher education (Harmon et al., 2001; Hoffman et al, 2005; Maloch et al., 2003; 

Maloch & Kinzer, 2006; Sailors et al., 2005). The key in these findings is quality teacher 

education.  And while the focus of this study was not a program evaluation, the findings 

of this study continue to support the importance of teacher education.  The sixth and final 

conclusion drawn from the study findings is that quality mentors would help the 

continued development of the novice teachers of reading in this study, which is discussed 

more in the implications below. 
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Implications of the Study 

 Learning to teach is a complex and demanding process, and helping novice 

teachers prepared for the realities of classrooms is a hefty challenge for teacher educators 

and teacher education programs.  The findings of this dissertation lead to three primary 

implications for the work of literacy teacher educators working with novice reading 

teachers and stakeholders in literacy education policy.  First, teacher education programs 

should work to make explicit the theoretical underpinnings of practice in actual 

classrooms. Second, mentors and thoughtful professional development are necessary for 

the continued growth of novice teachers.  And third, schools have the responsibility to 

maintain a focus on both student learning and promotion of effective teaching practices in 

order to support effective teaching practices in P-12 classrooms.  These implications are 

further described below. 

 Implication #1:  Novice teachers benefit from clear links between theoretical 

grounding and instructional practice in actual classrooms.  Therefore, teacher education 

programs should work in concert with schools to provide carefully designed field 

experiences.  As shown in this and previous research studies, teaching contexts is an 

important influence on the instructional practices of novice teachers, and providing 

novice teachers thoughtful field experiences in a variety of contexts in order to develop a 

more sophisticated understanding of how the theories of teaching reading play out with 

students in classrooms.  The literature on the transition to teaching has verified the call 

from Anders, Hoffman, and Duffy (2000) and Dillon, O’Brien, Sato, and Kelly (2010) for 

on-going follow-up and support for early career teachers, and that such support is a 
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characteristic of high-quality teacher education programs.  Massey (2006) found that her 

role as a researcher needed to change in order to help the frustrated participant, Paula, as 

she encountered the realities of standardized testing in reading.  The researcher modeled 

reading strategies for Paula in the context of Paula’s own classroom, and having been the 

instructor of Paula’s undergraduate reading methods courses, was able to make 

connections between preparation coursework and her practice.  Pomerantz and Pierce 

(2004) and Pierce and Pomerantz (2006) also found that new teachers faced with 

materials they had not encountered in their preparation programs, and eagerly solicited 

advice from the researchers about the use of new materials in the context of their own 

classrooms.   

 The participants in this study benefited from varied experiences in schools 

working with cooperating teachers and students, and discussed ways these experiences 

continued to influence their practice in their early years of teaching. Some of the 

reflections on the findings of the knowledge of novice teachers of reading suggest that 

while many preservice and beginning teachers have very urgent, practical concerns about 

the what and how of teaching, it is equally if not more important to provide them with the 

when of teaching, a link between assessment of student needs and instruction.

 Implication #2: As the knowledge, beliefs, and identities of novice reading 

teachers continues to develop after completing teacher education programs, strong 

leadership and mentors are necessary for supporting the continued professional 

development of new reading teachers.  Along with a thorough sequence of coursework 

and associated field experiences, support for novice reading teachers’ development must 
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continue into their early years of teaching.  The teacher participants in this study left their 

teacher education program with some concepts well developed but with other 

misconceptions and limitations in their knowledge of teaching reading.  Novice reading 

teachers are still working to integrate their knowledge about teaching and students 

learned in their preparation programs.  Teacher development occurs along a continuum, 

and as Feiman-Nemser (2001) posits, “no single institution has the expertise, authority, or 

financial resources to create the necessary structures and learning opportunities” for the 

development of novice teachers (p. 1037).   

 In this dissertation study, the teachers discussed similar frustrations, of situations 

they were not prepared for throughout their preservice program.  Like Pierce and 

Pomerantz (2006), the teachers in this study valued their preparation program.  However, 

study participant teachers lacked significant mentors for their instruction and setting aside 

my presence in their classrooms, they did not have any connection back to their 

instruction at RU once leaving the program.  This begs the question of what role teacher 

education programs and teacher educators have for the continued support of graduates.  

Because the teacher educators at preparation institutions hold the knowledge of the 

content of the program, they have the unique ability to tie what new teachers are 

encountering to the work of their preparation program.  As well, they are able to fill in 

gaps from the program, as Feiman-Nemser (2001) posits some knowledge must be 

learned in the context of practice.  However, the implications for continued support for 

novice teachers from the preparation program are numerous: time, faculty availability, 
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funding.  It is becoming clearer that there is a need for continued support for new 

teachers, and that this support is needed, in part, from the preparing institution. 

 Studies reviewed by the National Reading Panel and the quasi-experimental, 

multi-site study conducted by the International Reading Association (Hoffman & Roller, 

2001) indicate that preservice teacher preparation does impact beginning teachers and 

suggest that effective teacher preparation improves K-12 students’ reading achievement. 

Several studies have outlined collaborations between institutions in a particular state and 

how these can foster dialogue and mentoring between literacy educators that impact their 

teacher preparation programs (Vagle et al., 2006). Strong leadership and mentors, 

particularly through continued collaborative partnerships with the university teacher 

preparation programs and schools, can help novice reading teachers solidify knowledge 

of teaching reading and students, as well as further develop the knowledge and practices 

not fully dimentionalized at the conclusion of a teacher’s preparation program. 

 Implication #3:  Schools have a responsibility to identify and support effective 

practice throughout elementary reading classrooms and through the mentoring of novice 

teachers of reading.  A number of teachers in this study replicated ineffective practices of 

reading instruction.  And in some cases, those ineffective practices were modeled by 

cooperating teachers or encouraged in school frameworks.  While some of the teacher 

participants in this study were required to post the student Language Arts standards they 

were targeting each day, most participants were completely unaware of the State 

Standards of Effective Practice.  An earlier version of those standards guided the 

development of their teacher education program, and can and should be used to help 
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mentor and support novice teachers as they continue to develop.  As the review of 

effective practices in literacy instruction in Chapter 7 shows, there is a base of research in 

literacy that links directly to classroom practice.  Schools, administrators, and those 

working on the professional development of teachers have the responsibility to recognize 

and support effective literacy instruction.  When entire schools come to use ineffective or 

inappropriate reading instruction models, the preservice teachers placed in these schools 

are at a disadvantage without positive models of reading instruction, as well as the 

disadvantage of the P-12 students in those classrooms.   

 

Directions for Future Research   

 There are several recommendations derived from this dissertation study for 

investigators who want to study the transition to teaching reading research area. First, 

researchers should build on what we already know about the dynamic process of learning 

to teach reading.  For example, Hoffman et al. (2005) report positive learning outcomes 

as related to pedagogical knowledge in graduates of high-quality preparation programs. 

However, we know little about the durability of this knowledge, particularly when novice 

teachers are faced with tensions between school context and culture, and teachers’ 

personal and professional identities.  Second, this study began to look at the knowledge 

gained through teacher education coursework and its influence on early career teachers, 

but more work is needed.  Third, we know little about the particular pedagogical practices 

within courses in the larger preparation program that account for variability in 

experiences of individual teacher candidates.  To examine these research foci, further 
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longitudinal studies following teachers from preparation coursework through their early 

years of teaching (e.g., their first 3 to 4 years) are needed. As well, the field of reading 

teacher preparation would benefit from studies from a wider variety of methodologies, as 

the majority of studies reviewed for this study and including this research fall within case 

study design.  A broader range of research questions would perhaps require more mixed 

method designs as well as longitudinal designs.  

 As well, in an effort to build stronger programmatic research, the field would 

benefit from multi-institutional research studies designed to investigate questions of the 

transition to teaching.  This direction of research can better define the experiences of 

novice teachers of reading, and determine how the content knowledge and practices of 

beginning teachers continue to develop and change over time.  Most of the studies I 

reviewed prior to my research focused to some degree on program element evaluation, 

seeking to confirm that the programs within which they teach are relevant or the 

pedagogy employed is valued.  This vein of research is important to address ongoing 

reform and improvement of programs at particular institutions, and also was initiated to 

counter political and policy pressures (Sato & Sheppard, 2008). 

 For example, Harste et al. (2004) examined the particular program focus of 

curriculum as inquiry in their teacher preparation program and the relationship with a 

“school within a school” in which the teacher candidates student-taught.  Maloch and 

Kinzer (2006) examined multimedia cases. Sailors et al. (2005) investigated the field 

experiences of preservice teachers.  Pomerantz and Pierce (2004) and Pierce and 

Pomerantz (2006) examined the significance of their methods courses on teaching 
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practices of beginning teachers.  And while this work is helpful in understanding 

particular aspects of the preparation phase of teachers, collectively the limited scope of 

this work requires further investigations in order to advance our understanding of the 

transition to teaching (or inquiry that spans from preparation into the first years of 

teaching). 

 A number of studies within the program of research on the transition to teaching 

emphasized the role that reflection plays in the preparation of teachers (Grossman et al., 

2000; Maloch et al., 2003). Reflection was identified as both an individual practice and as 

reflective dialogue with others, including participation in communities of practice. As 

well, the teacher participants in this study who were able to articulate their struggles and 

ways to confront them were able to overcome some of their perceived constraints in order 

to do what they knew or believed was best for their students.  However, neither the 

reviewed studies nor this dissertation study specifically examined the specifics of what 

constitutes reflective practice or the impact of reflective practice or thinking.  There is a 

need for research that investigates the influence of reflective practice within preservice 

programs on the practices of novice teachers of reading.   

 Additionally, within the program of research in the transition to teaching, there is 

a need for continued research focused on linking the preparation of teachers with the 

learning outcomes of students. This work began with Hoffman et al. (2005), though there 

is a continued need for valid achievement data of students traced back to teachers’ 

preparation programs. The greater accountability on teachers to the learning needs of 

individual P-12 students requires greater attention on how teacher education influences 
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the learning outcomes of students in the classrooms of graduates of programs.  There is 

no doubt that this research is complex, but it is necessary – as teacher educators and 

educational researchers, we are all ultimately responsible for the learning of P-12 

students. 

 My involvement beginning with the MN Reads project (Yussen & Dillon, 2002-

2007) designed to increase collaboration among literacy teacher educators and my 

engagement in this dissertation study has increased my commitment to not only 

preservice teacher preparation, but also the professional development of literacy teacher 

educators.  I have become increasingly aware of the need for communication and 

collaboration within the higher education community working to prepare teachers of 

reading.  In an effort to heed Zeichner’s (2005) recommendations for research design and 

methodology in teacher education, multi-institutional research designs offer a promise to 

bridge my interests in the transition to teaching and the professional development of 

literacy teacher educators. 

 

A Postscript 

 I am humbled by the immense responsibility of guiding future and practicing 

teachers. Because of this responsibility, I am committed to improving my own teaching, 

for in my reading methods courses, I will be an important model of instruction for 

beginning teachers of reading. As a university instructor, I have and will continue to work 

hard to impart my passion and enthusiasm for teaching and learning, and share the pitfalls 

and triumphs of my own teaching experiences.  The findings from this dissertation and 
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my future research agenda focused on studying novice reading teachers’ knowledge and 

practices taken up in their classrooms will allow me to learn more about the salient 

pedagogies and visions from preservice preparation into early career teaching, and what 

this means for our continued work preparing effective teachers of reading. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocols 
 
Interview 1 
 
1. Describe your reading experiences in school.  

2. What were your reasons for becoming a teacher? 

3. Describe your preparation program. 

a. How did you come to the preparation program you chose? 

b. What do you remember about your education courses? 

i. What did you do in those classes? 

ii. What did you learn about the teaching of reading? 

iii. What do you remember about the assignments in your literacy 

courses? 

iv. What was most helpful in your coursework? 

v. What was missing from your coursework? 

c. Talk about your field experiences.   

i. What grade levels did work with?   

ii. Where did you feel most comfortable?   

iii. What did your cooperating teachers/supervisors do to help you think 

about the teaching of reading?   

d. What do you think most prepared you for teaching reading? 

e. In what areas do you think you need more preparation? 

f. Describe an ideal reading teacher preparation program. 

4. What is “reading” to you?   

5. How do you think students best learn to read? 

6. How do you envision teaching reading this year? 

a. What should _____ graders know and be able to do? 

b. What will you do to help your students accomplish this? 

c. What is your role as a reading teacher? 

7. What makes an effective reading teacher? 
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8. At the end of the year, what do you hope your students will say about reading in your 

class? 

  

Interview 2 

1. How do you think your reading teaching is going? 

a. What are your main successes as a reading teacher? 

b. What are some of your challenges as a reading teacher? 

c. Do you feel like a successful reading teacher? 

d. Are there things you know now about teaching reading that you didn’t at the 

beginning of the year (beginning of teaching)? 

2. What does your reading instruction look like right now? 

a. Describe an average week of reading. 

b. What is important in reading instruction at the ____ grade level? 

c. How do you describe your role as a teacher? 

d. What do you expect from your students? 

e. How do you know your students are progressing in reading? 

f. Are you teaching reading the way you want to be teaching reading?  

g. What, if any, constraints do you feel to your teaching? 

h. Are there things/ways you would like to be teaching but aren’t there yet?  

Why? 

3. How do you make your decisions about how you teach reading? 

a. What influences your reading instruction? 

i. Are there particular materials you use?   

ii. How did you decide what materials to use?  

b. Do you feel federal/state/district influences on your teaching of reading? 

4. What is your experience of working in your school? 

a. Is there a common mission/vision of your school?   

i. What is it and how do you see that enacted in classrooms? 

b. Describe your team/staff.  

c. Are there people you talk to about your reading instruction?  
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i. With whom do you discuss your instruction? 

ii. What kinds of conversations have you had about your teaching with 

other members of your staff? 

iii. What other supports are in place for you to go to regarding your 

reading instruction? 

d. Describe your students. 

5. Describe the community of your school. 

a. What are some of the concerns of the community? 

6. Stimulated recall using videotaped lesson. 

a. [before watching the video] Describe this reading lesson. 

i. What is the purpose of this lesson? 

ii. How does this lesson fit into a larger unit/scope of lessons? 

iii. How did you decide what and how to teach in this lesson? 

iv. How will you know whether students learned the objectives of the 

lesson? 

v. How do you think the lesson went? 

b. [while watching the video] What were you thinking about at this moment?  

What do you notice going on at this moment? 

 

Interview 3 

 

1. How has your year of teaching reading gone for you? 

a. How do you think of yourself as a reading teacher? 

b. Describe a lesson/unit you thought went really well. 

i. What did you teach? 

ii. How did you decide on what to teach? 

iii. What did your students do during the lesson/unit? 

iv. Why do you think it went well? 

c. Describe a lesson/unit that you thought did not go very well. 

i. What did you teach? 
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ii. How did you decide what to teach? 

iii. What did your students do during the lesson/unit? 

iv. Why do you think it did not go very well? 

d. When do you feel most confident in your reading instruction?  Why? 

e. Have you had any opportunities for professional development in literacy this 

year? 

2. What is reading and how is it best taught? 

a. How do ____ grade students best learn to read? 

b. What should be expected of students in the ____ grade? 

c. What makes a skilled ____ grade reader? 

d. How does your instruction help students get to those goals? 

e. Are there things that you do in your instruction that you can trace to your 

licensure program? 

f. What have you done to help support students who struggle with reading and 

challenge more skilled readers? 

g. What data have you collected, both formal and informal, regarding your 

students’ reading, and how have you used the data? 

3. What is an effective reading teacher? 

a. What would this teacher’s classroom look and sound like? 

b. What would be essential to be seen in their practice? 

c. What would they expect of their students? 

d. Do you consider yourself an effective teacher of reading? Why/why not? 

4. Review of goals from beginning of the year.  Have you been able to move forward on 

those goals? 

5. What do you hope to keep the same in your teaching of reading for next year?  Why? 

6. What will you change in your reading instruction in the future?  Why?   

a. Is there anything to prevent you from making those changes? 

7. What will your students say if asked what they will remember about reading this year 

in your class? 
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Appendix B: Standards Survey with Responses 

 
Name __________________________ Grade _________ Date ____________ 
 
 
Standard 
for 
Elementary 
Literacy 
Teacher 
Knowledge 
 

 
Don’t 
know 
about: 
 
 
 
( √  ) 
  
Please 
check 
one  of  
t he  f irs t  
f i ve  
boxes  t o  
rate  
your  
current  
kno wled
ge /  
appl icat i
on  of  
each 
standard. 

 
Know 
about; 
don’t 
teach: 
 
 
( √  ) 

 
Know 
about; 
working 
on 
incorpor-
ating: 
 
 
( √  ) 

 
Know 
about; 
teach 
every 
/ 
most 
days: 
 
 
( √  ) 

 
Know 
about; 
could 
teach 
others 
about: 
 
 
( √  ) 

 
Rate how 
important 
this 
standard is  
for 
instruction 
in your 
grade 
level: 
 
0 = not at 
all 
important 
 
5 = 
essential 
 
(please 
circle one) 

 
Circle how 
you learned 
this standard 
in your RU 
preservice 
program: 
 
0 = did not 
learn 
1 = briefly 
mentioned in 
readings / 
class 
2 = 
discussed 
thoroughly in 
readings / 
class; 
3 = observed 
in practicum 
4 = 
discussed 
with 
practicum 
teacher or  
supervisor 
5 = 
completed 
an 
assignment 
on this 
 
(please 
circle all 
that apply) 
 

 
Learned in 
school based 
staff 
development 
 
( √  ) 
 
Please 
check this 
box if you 
have learned 
more about 
the standard 
in staff 
development 
at your 
school. 

 
Learned 
about 
through 
self-
selected 
reading 
or 
workshop 
(please 
describe)
: 
 
( √  ) 
 
Please 
check 
this box 
if you 
have 
learned 
about the 
standard 
through 
your own 
reading 
or 
workshop 
you’ve 
attended 
on your 
own 
volition. 

 
Would 
like to 
learn 
more 
about 
this: 
 
( √  ) 
 
Please 
check 
this box 
if you 
think you 
would 
like to or 
need to 
learn 
more 
about the 
standard. 

 
What I 
plan to do 
to learn 
more about 
this: 
 
Please 
describe 
what you 
intend to 
do to learn 
more about 
this, if 
applicable.  
If you do 
not 
currently 
have plans 
to learn 
more about 
the topic, 
leave 
blank. 

 
For the purposes of this appendix, I have left off the last four columns in the responses.  
With few exceptions, participants did not name learning about standards in school based 
staff development or self-selected reading.  Julia (first-year teacher) and Molly (fourth-
year teacher) both checked the column “Would like to learn more about this” for each 
standard.  Julia indicated that she intended to go back to RU for their additional reading 
licensure program.  Molly did not indicate a plan to learn more. 
 
For reference, in the following chart: 
A=Anna, preservice teacher 
L=Lilly, preservice teacher 
J=Julia, 1st year teacher 
N=Nora, 1st year teacher 
R=Rebecca, 1st year teacher 
S=Scott, 3rd year teacher 
M=Molly, 4th year teacher
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Standard for 
Elementary Literacy 
Teacher Knowledge 

 
D
K 
 

 
K, 
DT 

 
K,  
WO 
 

 
K, 
TE/ 
MD 
 

 
K, 
TO 

 
Rate how important 
this is for instruction 
in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A      5 A   2 3   

L     4  L      5 

J      5 J   2   5 

N      5 N  1  3 4 5 

R   2    R      5 

S     4  S   2 3 4 5 

C. A teacher of children 
in kindergarten through 
grade 6 must have 
knowledge of the 
foundations of reading 
processes, development, 
and instruction, 
including; 
  
(1) oral and written 
language development, 
including: 
(a) relationships among 
reading, writing, and oral 
language and the 
interdependent nature of 
reading, writing, and 
speaking to promote 
reading proficiency; 
 

  A 
R 
 

L 
J 
N 
S 
M 

 

M     4  M     4  

A      5 A   2 3   

L     4  L    3 4  

J      5 J   2    

N     4  N    3  5 

R    3   R   2    

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(b) the use of formal and 
informal oral language and 
writing opportunities 
across the curriculum to 
help students make 
connections between oral 
language and reading and 
writing, particularly in 
English language learners; 
and 
 

  A 
L 
S 

J 
N 
R 
M 

 

M     4  M     4  

A     4  A 0      

L   2    L   2    

J      5 J  1 2    

N   2    N  1     

R  1     R    3   

S   2    S   2  4  

(c) the interrelated 
elements of language arts 
instruction that support 
the reading development 
of English language 
learners, including ways 
in which the writing 
systems of other languages 
may differ from English 
and factors and processes 
involved in transferring 
literacy competencies from 
one language to another; 
 

A 
L 

R 
S 
M 

J 
N 

  

M   2    M   2    
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Standard for 
Elementary Literacy 
Teacher Knowledge 

 
D
K 
 

 
K, 
DT 

 
K,  
WO 
 

 
K, 
TE/ 
MD 
 

 
K, 
TO 

 
Rate how important 
this is for instruction 
in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A     4  A   2 3   
L     4  L     4  
J      5 J   2    
N      5 N     4  
R    3   R      5 
S  1     S   2 3 4 5 

(2) phonological and 
phonemic awareness, 
including: 
 
(a) the phonemes that 
make up the English 
language; 
 

 S 
M 

A 
J 

L 
N 
R 

 

M  1     M     4  

A      5 A   2 3   

L     4  L     4  

J      5 J  1     

N      5 N    3 4  

R    3   R     4  

S   2    S   2 3 4 5 

(b) the ways in which 
reading achievement is 
related to phonological 
and phonemic awareness, 
including the ability to 
recognize word 
boundaries, to rhyme, and 
to blend, segment, 
substitute, and delete 
sounds in words; and 

 S 
M 

A L 
J 
R 

N 

M  1     M     4  

A    3   A   2    
L     4  L    3   
J   2    J  1     
N      5 N   2    
R   2    R     4  
S   2    S   2 3 4 5 

(c) the instructional 
progression of 
phonological awareness, 
for example, words, 
syllables, onsets and 
rimes, and phonemes. 
 

 S 
M 

A 
R 

L 
J 

N 

M  1     M     4  
A    3   A   2 3   
L    3   L    3   
J      5 J  1     
N      5 N   2    
R  1     R     4  
S   2    S   2 3 4 5 

(3) concepts of print, 
including: 
 
(a) knowledge about how 
letters, words, and 
sentences are represented 
in written English; 
 

 R 
S 

A 
L 

J 
N 
M 

 

M     4  M     4  
A   2    A    3   
L      5 L    3   
J      5 J 0      
N      5 N     4  
R 0      R      5 
S   2    S   2 3 4 5 

(b) the importance of 
teaching uppercase and 
lowercase letter 
recognition and formation; 
and 
 

 R 
S 

A L 
J 
M 

N 

M     4  M    3   
A      5 A   2 3   
L     4  L     4  
J      5 J  1     
N      5 N     4  
R     4  R     4  
S  1     S   2 3 4 5 

(c) the instructional 
progression of the 
alphabetic principle. 
 
 

A 
J 
S 
M 

R L  N 

M     4  M     4  
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Standard for 
Elementary Literacy 
Teacher Knowledge 

 
D
K 
 

 
K, 
DT 

 
K,  
WO 
 

 
K, 
TE/ 
MD 
 

 
K, 
TO 

 
Rate how important 
this is for instruction 
in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A      5 A   2 3   

L     4  L     4  

J      5 J  1     

N      5 N     4  

R     4  R     4  

S  1     S   2 3 4 5 

(4) phonics and other 
word identification 
strategies and fluency, 
including: 
 
(a) systematic, explicit 
phonics instruction that is 
sequenced according to the 
increasing complexity of 
linguistic units; 

 S A L 
J 
R 
M 

N 

M     4  M     4  

A      5 A   2 3   
L     4  L    3   
J    3   J  1     
N      5 N   2    
R    3   R     4  
S   2    S   2 3 4 5 

(b) word identification 
strategies and common, 
irregular sight words; 
 

 S 
M 

A 
R 

L 
J 
N 

 

M  1     M    3   
A      5 A   2 3  5 
L      5 L      5 
J      5 J 0      
N      5 N  1     
R  1     R   2    
S    3   S   2 3 4 5 

(c) the stages of spelling 
development and 
systematic planning for 
spelling instruction related 
to the stages of spelling 
development; 
 

 R A 
M 

J 
N 
S 

L 

M   2    M   2    
A      5 A   2 3   
L   2    L  1     
J       J 0      
N    3   N  1     
R  1     R     4  
S       S       

(d) how the etymology 
and morphology of words 
related to orthographic 
patterns in English; and 

L 
J 
S 
M 

N 
R 

A   

M   2    M   2    
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Standard for 
Elementary Literacy 
Teacher Knowledge 

 
D
K 
 

 
K, 
DT 

 
K,  
WO 
 

 
K, 
TE/ 
MD 
 

 
K, 
TO 

 
Rate how important 
this is for instruction 
in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A      5 A   2 3   

L     4  L    3 4  

J      5 J  1  3   

N     4  N  1     

R   2    R      5 

S     4  S   2 3 4 5 

(e) the development of 
reading fluency; 
 
 
 

 R A 
J 
N 
M 

L 
S 

 

M   2    M   2    

A      5 A  1     
L    3   L    3   
J      5 J   2  4  
N      5 N   2 3   
R      5 R     4  
S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(5) knowledge of how to 
develop vocabulary 
knowledge, including: 
 
(a) understanding the 
critical role vocabulary 
knowledge plays in 
reading; 
 

A M L J 
N 
S 

R 

M    3   M    3 4  

A      5 A  1     

L     4  L    3   

J      5 J   2  4  

N     4  N  1     

R      5 R     4  

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(b) how to provide 
explicit instruction in 
vocabulary development 
and in determining the 
meaning and accurate use 
of unfamiliar words 
encountered through 
listening and reading; and 
 
 
 

A 
M 

 N 
 

L 
J 
R 
S 

 

M    3   M    3 4  

A     4  A  1     

L   2    L    3   

J      5 J   2   5 

N      5 N  1     

R     4  R     4  

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(c) how to provide 
opportunities for students 
to engage in early and 
continual language 
experiences to increase 
their vocabulary by 
modeling and explicitly 
teaching students a variety 
of strategies for gaining 
meaning from unfamiliar 
words; 
 

A  L J 
R 
S 
M 

N 

M    3   M    3 4  
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in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A      5 A   2 3   

L   2    L     4  

J      5 J   2 3 4  

N      5 N   2    

R     4  R    3   

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(6) comprehension 
processes related to 
reading, including: 
 
(a) knowledge of how 
proficient readers read, 
how to facilitate listening 
comprehension, and how 
to develop students’ 
comprehension of print 
material; 
 

  A 
L 

J 
R 
S 
M 

N 

M     4  M     4 5 

A      5 A   2 3   
L    3   L     4  
J      5 J   2 3 4 5 
N     4  N  1     
R      5 R      5 
S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(b) the levels of 
comprehension, how 
to explicitly teach and 
provide guided practice in 
comprehension skills and 
strategies; and 
 

  A 
L 

J 
N 
R 
S 
M 

 

M     4  M     4 5 
A      5 A   2 3   

L   2    L   2    

J      5 J   2 3 4 5 

N      5 N  1     

R     4  R      5 

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(c) how to facilitate 
comprehension at various 
stages of students' reading 
development by selecting 
and using a range of texts, 
activities, and strategies 
before, during, and after 
reading; 
 
 

  A 
L 
R 

J 
N 
S 
M 

 

M      5 M      5 

A     4  A   2    

L    3   L    3   

J      5 J   2    

N      5 N  1     

R     4  R    3   

S     4  S   2 3 4 5 

(7) content-area literacy, 
including: 
 
(a) knowledge of reading 
comprehension processes 
necessary to comprehend 
different types of 
informational materials 
and content-area texts; and 
 
 

  A 
L 
S 

J 
N 
R 
M 

 

M     4  M      5 
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this is for instruction 
in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A      5 A   2 3   
L   2    L   2    
J      5 J   2 3   
N      5 N  1     
R      5 R     4  
S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(b) the structures and 
features of expository 
(information) texts and 
effective reading strategies 
to address different text 
structures and purposes for 
reading; 
 
 

M L A 
J 
N 
S 

R  

M  1     M   2    

A      5 A   2 3  5 

L     4  L    3   

J     4  J   2    

N      5 N   2 3   

R      5 R     4  

S     4  S   2 3 4  

(8) literacy responses and 
analysis, including: 
 
(a) knowledge of how to 
provide frequent 
opportunities to listen to 
and read high-quality 
literature for different 
purposes; 
 
 

  A 
L 
J 
N 

N 
S 
M 

R 

M      5 M      5 

A      5 A   2    

L     4  L   2    
J    3   J   2   5 
N      5 N  1 2    
R      5 R     4  
S    3   S   2 3 4  

(b) knowledge of how to 
select, evaluate, and 
respond to literature from 
a range of genres, eras, 
perspectives, and cultures; 
and 
 
 
 

  A 
J 
S 

L 
N 
R 
M 

 

M     4  M      5 
A      5 A   2 3   
L    3   L   2    
J    3   J  1     
N      5 N 0      
R     4  R    3   
S     4  S   2 3 4  

(c) knowledge of how to 
analyze and teach literary 
text structures and 
elements and criticism, 
drawing upon literature 
and instructional needs 
and interests; 
 

M  A 
L 
J 
N 
S 

R  

M 0      M 0      
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Rate how important 
this is for instruction 
in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A     4  A  1     

L    3   L    3 4  

J      5 J  1     

N      5 N   2    

R      5 R    3   

S     4  S 0      

(9) structure of the English 
language, including; 
 
(a) basic knowledge of 
English conventions and 
the structure of the 
English language 
(sentence structure, 
grammar, punctuation, 
capitalization, spelling, 
syntax, and semantics); 
 

  A 
L 

S 
M 

J 
N 
R 

M      5 M    3   

A    3   A  1     

L    3   L     4  
J   2    J 0      
N      5 N  1     
R  1     R 0      
S    3   S   2 3 4  

(b) knowledge of how to 
enhance literacy skills 
helping students 
understand similarities 
and differences between 
language structures used 
in spoken and written 
English; 
 

A J 
R 

 L 
N 
S 
M 

 

M     4  M    3   

A     4  A 0      

L   2    L     4  

J    3   J  1     

N      5 N  1  3   

R     4  R      5 

S    3   S   2 3 4  

(c) basic knowledge of 
English syntax and 
semantics and the ability 
to use this knowledge to 
improve reading 
competence, including 
how to help students 
interpret and apply 
English grammar and 
language conventions in 
authentic reading, writing, 
listening, and speaking 
contexts; and 
 

A M L 
J 

N 
R 
S 

 

M   2    M     4  

A      5 A   2 3  5 

L    3   L    3   

J      5 J   2    

N      5 N  1  3   

R      5 R      5 

S     4  S   2 3 4  

(d) knowledge of how to 
help students consolidate 
knowledge of English 
grammar and improve 
reading fluency and 
comprehension by 
providing frequent 
opportunities to listen to, 
read, and reread materials. 
 
 

  A L 
J 
N 
R 
S 
M 

 

M      5 M      5 
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K, 
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WO 
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Rate how important 
this is for instruction 
in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A      5 A   2 3 4 5 

L   2    L   2    

J      5 J   2 3 4  

N      5 N  1     

R      5 R     4  

S     4  S   2 3 4 5 

D. A teacher of children 
in kindergarten through 
grade 6 must have 
knowledge of and 
ability to use a wide 
range of instructional 
practices, approaches, 
methods, and 
curriculum materials to 
support reading 
instruction, including: 
 
(1) appropriate, 
motivating instruction, 
both explicit and implicit: 
 
(a) oral language 
development; 
 

  A 
L 

J 
N 
R 
S 
M 

 

M      5 M      5 

A      5 A   2 3   
L    3   L    3   
J    3   J  1   4  
N      5 N  1     

R  1     R     4  
S  1     S   2 3 4 5 

(b) auditory awareness, 
discrimination of sounds, 
phonemic awareness, and 
word awareness; 
 
 
 
 
 

 R 
S 
M 

A 
L 

J 
N 

 

M  1     M     4  

A      5 A   2 3   
L     4  L     4  
J      5 J  1     
N      5 N  1  3   
R      5 R     4  
S    3   S   2 3 4 5 

(c) the teaching of 
phonics, sight words, 
spelling, and fluency 
including the selection, 
design, and use of 
instructional programs, 
materials, texts, and 
activities; and 
 

 M A L 
J 
N 
R 
S 
M 

 

M  1     M     4  

A      5 A   2 3   
L     4  L     4 4 

J     4  J  1     
N      5 N  1     
R      5 R      5 
S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(d) applying a variety of 
reading comprehension 
strategies to different types 
of informational materials 
and content-area texts 
including teaching the 
structures and features of 
expository texts; 
 

  A 
M 

L 
J 
N 
R 
S 

 

M    3   M    3   
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Rate how important 
this is for instruction 
in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
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A      5 A   2 3 4  

L    3   L     4  

J    3   J  1     

N      5 N  1  3 4  

R    3   R      5 

S     4  S   2 3 4 5 

(2) selection, design, and 
use and appropriate and 
engaging instructional 
strategies, activities, and 
materials, including: 
 
(a) multisensory 
techniques, to ensure that 
students learn concepts 
about print including how 
to recognize and write 
letters; 
 

M  A 
L 
J 
R 

N 
S 

 

M 0      M   2    

A     4  A  1     

L     4  L    3   

J      5 J   2  4  

N      5 N  1  3 4  

R      5 R     4  

S     4  S   2 3 4 5 

(b) teaching vocabulary 
using a range of 
instructional activities to 
extend students’ 
understanding of words; 
and 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A  L J 
N 
S 
M 

R 

M    3   M    3   

A      5 A   2    
L     4  L    3   
J      5 J   2 3 4 5 
N      5 N  1  3 4  
R      5 R      5 
S      5 S   2 3 4  

(c) both explicit and 
implicit, in the teaching of 
comprehension skills and 
strategies including 
opportunities for guided 
and independent work; 
 

  A L 
J 
S 
M 

N 
R 

M     4  M    3   

A      5 A   2 3  5 

L     4  L     4  

J      5 J   2 3 4 5 

N      5 N   2 3   

R      5 R     4 5 

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(3) selection and 
appropriate use of a wide-
range of engaging texts 
representing various 
genres and cultures when 
designing reading lessons; 
the ability to facilitate and 
develop students; 
responses to literature and 
their critical reading 
abilities through high 
level, interactive 
discussions about texts; 
 

  A L 
J 
N 
R 
S 
M 

 

M      5 M     4  
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Rate how important 
this is for instruction 
in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A      5 A   2 3  5 

L    3   L      5 

J    3   J  1     

N      5 N  1  3   

R    3   R    3   

S     4  S   2 3 4 5 

(4) selection and 
appropriate explicit 
instruction and guided 
practice to teach written-
language structures using 
a range of approaches and 
activities to develop 
students’ facility in 
comprehending and using 
academic language; 
 

  A 
J 
R 

L 
N 
S 
M 

 

M     4  M     4 5 

A      5 A   2 3   

L   2    L    3   

J      5 J   2 3   

N      5 N   2 3 4  

R     4  R      5 

S     4  S   2 3 4 5 

(5) development of a 
literacy framework to 
coherently organize 
reading programs and 
effectively implement 
lessons, including a 
variety of grouping 
strategies, guided practice 
and independent work; 
 

  A 
L 

J 
N 
R 
S 
M 

 

M     4  M     4 5 

A      5 A   2 3   

L     5  L    3   

J      5 J   2 3   

N      5 N   2 3 4  

R      5 R      5 

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(6) the ability to design 
purposeful lessons/tasks 
based on the qualities, 
structures, and difficulty of 
texts and the reading 
needs of individual 
students including the 
selection and use of 
supplementary materials 
to support the reading 
development of struggling 
and gifted readers. 
 

  A L 
J 
N 
R 
S 

M 

M     4  M     4 5 
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A      5 A   2 3  5 

L    3   L     4  

J      5 J   2  4  

N     4  N  1  3   

R      5 R     4  

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(E) A teacher of children 
in kindergarten through 
grade 6 must have 
knowledge of and 
ability to use a variety 
of assessment tools and 
practices to plan and 
evaluate effective 
reading instruction, 
including: 
 
(1) formal and informal 
tools to assess students’: 
 
(a) oral and written 
language development; 
 
 

  A 
N 

L 
J 
R 
S 

M 

M      5 M      5 

A      5 A   2 3  5 
L    3   L     4  
J     4  J  1     
N     4  N  1     
R    3   R     4  
S  1     S   2 3 4 5 

(1) formal and informal 
tools to assess students’: 
 
(b) auditory awareness, 
discrimination of sounds, 
phonological and 
phonemic awareness; 
 
 

 J 
S 
M 

A 
N 
R 

L  

M 0      M    3 4  
A      5 A   2 3   
L   2    L    3   
J       J 0      
N      5 N  1  3   
R  1     R     4 5 
S  1     S   2 3 4 5 

(1) formal and informal 
tools to assess students’: 
 
(c) understanding of 
concepts about print and 
the alphabetic principle; 
 
 

J 
M 

R 
S 

A 
L 

N  

M 0      M 0      

A      5 A   2 3   

L     4  L     4  

J      5 J  1     

N      5 N  1  3 4  

R     4  R      5 

S   2    S   2 3 4 5 

(1) formal and informal 
tools to assess students’: 
 
(d) knowledge of and 
skills in applying phonics 
and other word 
identification strategies, 
spelling strategies, and 
fluency; 
 
 

 M A L 
J 
N 
R 
S 

 

M 0      M   2 3   
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in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A      5 A  1     
L    3   L   2    
J      5 J   2    
N      5 N  1  3 4  
R     4  R    3   
S     4  S   2 3 4 5 

(1) formal and informal 
tools to assess students’: 
 
(e) vocabulary knowledge 
in relation to specific 
reading needs and texts; 
 
 

A  L J 
N 
R 
S 
M 

 

M    3   M   2 3   

A      5 A   2 3  5 

L   2    L    3   

J      5 J  1     

N      5 N  1     

R     4  R      5 

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(1) formal and informal 
tools to assess students’: 
 
(f) comprehension of 
narrative and expository 
texts and their use of 
comprehension strategies 
including determining 
students’ independent, 
instructional and 
frustration reading levels; 
 

  A 
L 
N 

J 
R 
S 
M 

 

M    3   M    3 4  

A      5 A   2    
L     4  L     4  
J      5 J  1   4  
N      5 N  1     
R      5 R      5 
S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(1) formal and informal 
tools to assess students’: 
 
(g) comprehension in 
content area reading; 
 
 

  A L 
J 
N 
R 
S 
M 

 

M      5 M      5 
A      5 A   2 3   

L   2    L    3   

J    3   J  1   4  

N      5 N  1     

R     4  R    3   

S     4  S   2 3 4 5 

(1) formal and informal 
tools to assess students’: 
 
(h) ability to evaluate and 
respond to a range of 
literature and analyze text 
structures and elements; 
and 
 
 

  A 
L 
J 
R 

N 
S 
M 

 

M     4  M     4  
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Rate how important 
this is for instruction 
in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A      5 A   2    

L     4  L    3   

J     4  J  1     

N   2    N  1  3   

R    3   R   2    

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(1) formal and informal 
tools to assess students’: 
 
(j) oral and written 
language to determine 
their understanding and 
use of English language 
structures and 
conventions. 
 

  A 
J 

L 
N 
R 
S 
M 

 

M     4  M    3   

A      5 A   2 3   

L    3   L   2    

J      5 J   2 3 4 5 

N      5 N  1  3 4 5 

R    3   R     4  

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(2) formal and informal 
tools to: 
 
(a) plan, evaluate and 
differentiate instruction to 
meet the needs of all 
students from various 
cognitive, linguistic and 
cultural backgrounds; 
and 
 
 

  A 
L 
R 
M 

J 
N 
S 

 

M    3   M   2    

A      5 A   2    

L    3   L   2    

J      5 J  1     

N      5 N   2 3   

R     4  R    3   

S     4  S   2 3 4 5 

(2) formal and informal 
tools to: 
 
(b) design and implement 
appropriate classroom 
interventions for 
struggling readers and 
enrichment programs for 
gifted readers. 
 

 S A 
L 
J 
R 
M 

N  

M    3   M   2    
A      5 A   2 3   
L   2    L   2    
J     4  J  1     
N      5 N  1  3   
R    3   R  1     
S      5 S   2 3 4  

(3) the ability to work 
with reading specialists, 
gifted and talented 
specialists, and other staff 
on advanced intervention 
and enrichment programs; 
 

R  A 
L 
J 

N 
S 
M 

 

M     4  M     4  
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WO 
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Rate how important 
this is for instruction 
in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A      5 A   2   5 
L    3   L    3   
J      5 J  1     
N      5 N  1     
R    3   R     4  
S      5 S   2 3 4  

(4) the ability to 
communicate results of 
assessments to specific 
individuals in accurate and 
coherent ways that 
indicate how the results 
might impact student 
achievement; 
 

 S A 
N 
R 

L 
J 
M 

 

M     4  M    3   

A      5 A   2 3  5 

L     4  L     4  

J      5 J  1     

N      5 N  1     

R  1     R      5 

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(5) the ability to 
administer selected 
assessments and analyze 
and use data to plan 
instruction through a 
structured clinical 
experience linked to 
university reading 
coursework; and 
 

 R 
M 

A 
N 
 

L 
J 
S 

 

M  1     M     4  
A      5 A   2 3   
L     4  L     4  
J      5 J   2 3 4 5 
N      5 N   2 3 4 5 
R    3   R     4  
S     4  S   2 3 4 5 

(6) the ability to 
understand the appropriate 
uses of each kind of 
assessment and the 
concepts of validity and 
reliability. 
 
 

 N 
M 

A 
 

L 
J 
N 
S 

 

M      5 M     4  
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D
K 
 

 
K, 
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K,  
WO 
 

 
K, 
TE/ 
MD 
 

 
K, 
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Rate how important 
this is for instruction 
in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A      5 A   2 3   

L     4  L     4  

J      5 J   2 3 4 5 

N      5 N   2 3 4 5 

R    3   R     4  

S     4  S   2 3 4 5 

F. A teacher of children 
in kindergarten through 
grade 6 must have the 
ability to create a literate 
and motivating 
environment that fosters 
reading by integrating 
foundational 
knowledge, use of 
instructional practices, 
approaches and 
methods, curriculum 
materials, and the 
appropriate use of 
assessments including: 
 
(1) Knowledge of how to 
use of students’ interests, 
reading abilities, and 
backgrounds as 
foundations for the reading 
program and provide 
authentic reasons to read 
and write; 
 

  A 
R 

L 
J 
S 

N 
M 

M      5 M     4  

A      5 A   2    
L     4  L     4  
J      5 J   2    
N      5 N  1  3   
R     4  R   2    
S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(2) The ability to support 
students and colleagues in 
the selection or design of 
materials that match 
students’ reading levels, 
interests, cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds; 
 

  A 
R 

L 
J 
N 
S 

M 

M      5 M     4  

A      5 A   2 3 4 5 

L    3   L    3   

J      5 J  1     

N      5 N   2 3 4  

R      5 R      5 

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(3) The development and 
implementation of 
classroom and school-
wide organizational 
structures that include 
explicit instruction, 
guided practice, 
independent reading, 
interactive talk, 
opportunities for response, 
and reading and writing 
across the curriculum; 
 

  A 
R 

L 
J 
N 
S 

M 

M      5 M     4  
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WO 
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Rate how important 
this is for instruction 
in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A      5 A   2 3   

L   2    L    3   

J      5 J   2 3 4 5 

N      5 N   2 3 4  

R      5 R     4  

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(4) The ability to create 
and maintain a motivating 
classroom and school 
environment and teacher 
and student interactions 
that promotes ongoing 
student engagement and 
literacy for all students; 
 

  A 
R 

L 
J 
S 

N 
M 

M      5 M      5 

A      5 A   2 3   
L     4  L     4  
J      5 J   2 3 4 5 
N      5 N   2    
R     4  R   2    
S     4  S   2 3 4 5 

(5) The ability to foster 
independence and self-
efficacy in readers; 
 
 
 
 
 

  A 
R 

L 
J 
N 
S 

M 

M      5 M      5 

A      5 A   2 3 4 5 

L     4  L     4  

J      5 J   2 3 4 5 

N      5 N   2 3 4  

R      5 R      5 

S      5 S   2 3 4 5 

(6) The development of 
independent reading by 
encouraging and guiding 
students in selecting 
independent reading 
materials, promoting 
extensive independent 
reading by providing daily 
opportunities for self-
selected reading and 
frequent opportunities for 
sharing what is read; and 
motivating students to 
read independently by 
regularly reading aloud to 
students and providing 
access to a variety of 
reading materials; 

  A L 
J 
R 
S 

N 
M 

M      5 M      5 
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Teacher Knowledge 

 
D
K 
 

 
K, 
DT 

 
K,  
WO 
 

 
K, 
TE/ 
MD 
 

 
K, 
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Rate how important 
this is for instruction 
in your grade level: 

 
Circle how you learned 
this in your RU 
preservice program: 
 

A      5 A   2 3 4 5 

L     4  L     4  

J      5 J   2 3 4 5 

N      5 N   2 3 4  

R      5 R      5 

S    3   S   2 3   

(7) The use a variety of 
strategies to motivate 
students to read at home; 
encourage and provide 
support for parents or 
guardians to read to their 
children, in English 
and/or in the primary 
languages of English 
language learners, and/or 
to use additional strategies 
to promote literacy in the 
home. 
 

 S A L 
J 
R 

N 
M 

M      5 M      5 

 



 

 332 

Appendix C: Cross-Case Matrix from Interview 3 Data 
 
Participant: Quote(s): Memo: 
Anna CMK:  All right.  So I think what we'll do next, oh, I have 

one last questions.  What will you students say if you were 
to ask them on your last day, 'What will you remember 
about reading with Ms. ____ ?' What would they say? 
 
A:  Well, because I only have half of them... 
 
CMK:  Yes, the half of your kids. 
 
A:  I think that they'll probably, I bet that they'll say I read 
Elijah of Buxton to them, and I bet that's what they'll say.  
Maybe they'll say something about poetry and 
onomatopoeia, because that's a funny word.  And maybe 
they'll say something about biographies.  Maybe.   
 
CMK:  What would you hope at the end of your first year of 
teaching, your student would say about reading with you? 
 
A:  Ideally, they would say, 'Ms. ______ showed us that 
reading is fun.'  And that, 'I found books that I really like 
and don't feel bad because I'm not reading the same book as 
my friend because I found this one that I totally love.' 
 
CMK:  Where do you hope to be teaching next year? 
 
A:  Anywhere.  I know everybody probably says that.  I 
guess I would really like to be in a school that really does, 
you know, share my expectation and methods of literacy 
block as a whole, because I don't want to be somewhere 
where they concentrate a lot on grammar and, you know, 
Daily Oral Language, and that sort of thing.  I do want it to 
be more reader' workshop like.  And a school where there 
are team meetings and collaboration.  Yeah. 
 
CMK:  What grade level would you like, do you think?  
Ideally. 
 
A:  Fourth or fifth.  I do like the older grades a lot more, I 
think, than the primary grades. 
 
[p. 11] 
 

- Read aloud (talks 
about read aloud as 
important part of 
framework in earlier 
interviews – consistent 
with her instruction) 
 
- Reading = fun, love 
reading 

Lilly CMK:  Last question.  In two parts.  What will your current 
students say if they were asked, 'What will you remember 
about reading with Ms. ____ ?'  What would they say? 
 
ES:  I don't know.  For like, guided reading or whole group? 
 
CMK:  Either one. 
 

Reading activities, 
interactive (active?) 
learning, games – does 
she talk about active 
learning elsewhere? In 
her planning, does she 
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Participant: Quote(s): Memo: 
ES:  With guided reading, it's probably the fun activities that 
I've incorporated into it.  'Cause we used the computers, 
we've done, you know, like for author's purpose, I think you 
were there that day, we did that pie game.  And then another 
day we did, it's a lot of games, but yet it's assessing them.  
So they would probably say that.  Or they might say 
popcorn on the last day of guided reading.  I did that 
yesterday, and they thought that was the coolest thing ever.  
So, yeah, they would probably say the interactive activities 
that were planned. 
 
CMK:  And what do you hope your students say at the end 
of next year, your first year of teaching, about reading?  
What will you want your students to remember about 
reading with you? 
 
ES:  I would hope that they would say that it's been an 
enjoyable experience.  They were able to explore books on 
their own.  And I don't know if I'm coming in, or if this 
sounds wrong, but like, I get that you need a curriculum.  
Like the Houghton Mifflin curriculum.  But I feel like a lot 
of the curriculum is so, like, this is how you need to teach it.  
And sometimes I feel like they write it so I can't go off, you 
know, create my own ideas.  So like at the end of next year, 
if I were to use a Houghton Mifflin or any other type of 
curriculum in my instruction, like, you know, I would 
probably use it but yet I would stray from it a lot too.  So, 
you know, maybe by making interactive activities, doing a 
lot of the shared reading, paired reading, maybe reading 
buddies from another grade level, stuff like that.  So.  Just 
making it more enjoyable so to speak.  'Cause I just feel like 
I haven't had the opportunity to do it in my student teaching 
placement.  And I don't know if it's the teacher I'm working 
with or the curriculum I'm using or the district that I'm in. 
 
[pp. 5-6] 
 

consider this? 
 
- Reading enjoyable 
 
Anna & Lilly – focus 
on reading as fun 
 
 

Julia CMK:  Last question.  What will your students say at the 
end of the year about reading time with you? 
 
J:  I will hope that they say it was their favorite time of the 
day.  That was what they liked best about third grade.  Even 
during conferences in March, at the beginning of the year I 
had them write what their favorite subject was, and a lot of 
them wrote like, phy ed and recess and music and art and 
everything I don't teach.  And then come March, I would say 
about half the students wrote their favorite time of the day 
was reading.  That their favorite subject was reading.  So I 
was like, that means that something that we're doing is fun.  
And when I call a group back and the kids go yay, it's 
exciting.  That they want to read, or they want to be back in 
this group.  And I think part of it is that they want to be near 

Reading – favorite time 
of day, reading can be 
fun 
 
Talks to kids about her 
reading – way to 
encourage fun in 
reading 
 
Anna, Lilly, Julia – 
reading is fun 
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Participant: Quote(s): Memo: 
the teacher, and they want to be around, but if that's, if I'm 
doing that whole group reading and a lot of times during 
SSR, there will be times where I'll just pick up a book and 
start reading, you know, for like three minutes, and then I'll 
get up and I'll say, so I was just reading this book and it's 
really good, and it's called Freckle Juice, and it's about this.  
Or I read this book just last weekend called Savvy.  And it 
was really good.  So I was telling them all about it and at 
computer lab, I had three different kids writing their own, 
they've never read the book, and all I did was tell them, and 
I didn't tell them the ending because that's no fun.  So they 
were all writing their own savvy stories with their own 
characters and their own plot.  You know, well this one gets 
their savvy at nine, and this one, and you know, I just told 
them that I really, and I was excited about this book, and oh, 
so great, and I have three kids typing up a story on it.  So I 
was like, that's, I want them to say that reading can be fun 
for them, that they enjoy it.  That it's their favorite thing they 
do. 
 
[p. 13] 
 

Nora CMK:  Ok, we're almost to the end of the school year.  What 
will your students say about reading in your class this year? 
 
N:  Probably that we had a lot of fun.  We had really 
interesting stories and we did a lot with them.  Like the 
space stories we read, for reward last week, we watched 
"Apollo 13" to go along with them.  Also probably that I've, 
I've let them use their imaginations and write some crazy 
things this year, just made up, mixed up things that they've 
begged me to do more of.  They probably remember their 
plays, 'cause all of our parents except two kids in our class 
parents came.  And we did it for the third graders, my mom's 
class, our principal and social worker, our Kindergarten 
reading buddies.  It was a pretty big deal.  So I know for 
sure they'll remember that, because it was a big deal.  Yeah, 
I think they'll remember the creativity I've allowed them and 
the wide selection of stories and how I've showed them how 
important picture books are and not to forget that.  And to be 
goofy with reading as well. 
 
[pp. 10-11] 
 

Reading = fun (good 
stories, activities) 
 
Add Nora – reading is 
fun as goal 
 

Rebecca CMK:  All right.  Last question.  What will you students say 
at the end of the year about language arts with you? 
 
R:  Oh.  I think they would, they would all say the same 
thing: it was much better when we started Daily Five.  You 
know?  I think they would talk a lot about the difference 
between before it was boring and there was so much 
homework and there was a lot to do.  And I was probably 

Improved with new 
framework, more fun 
 
Also mentions poetry – 
a main unit after Daily 
Five switch 
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Participant: Quote(s): Memo: 
more strict.  And then after that they would probably say, 
you know, it was a lot more fun with the Daily Five and 
getting to choose.  And the writing with the poetry with the 
poetry.  I think that impacted a lot of them.  That'd be a good 
question.  I would like to read that.  You know, like, what 
can you say about language arts this year?  I should do that.  
And then I could have them type it so they wouldn't be like, 
I don't want to write anything because then she'll know my 
handwriting.  But I could care less. 
 
[p. 14] 
 

 
Rebecca too, reading = 
fun as goal 

Scott CMK:  Last question.  And I think the answer will be 
writer's workshop, but if anything else, what will your 
students say at the end of the year about language arts time 
with you?  What will they remember? 
 
S:  Well, I think they will talk about writer's workshop.  I 
think that was a highlight.  That's the thing they liked to do.  
But I think others of them would talk about how many 
books they read, real books.  And would talk, I think some 
of them if you prodded them a little bit, would talk about 
finding evidence, I think.  So those are the, I think those are 
the things they would talk about.  How much they read and 
definitely how much they wrote in writer's workshop. 
 
[p. 9] 
 

Reading lots, finding 
evidence – how much 
they read (and wrote) 
 
Only one not to talk 
about reading being fun 
as the ultimate hope for 
students – more 
focused on productivity 
and accomplishments 
in reading 
 
Scott also one most 
specific in his goals for 
himself, with a clear 
plan for his goals – 
need to focus on this 
more in teacher ed? 
 

Molly CMK:  Last question.  What will your third graders say at 
the end of the year if asked, how was reading this year, what 
do you remember about reading this year?  What will you 
remember about third grade reading? 
 
M:  I think they'll remember the journals.  Because I know 
that a lot of them, some of their journal work is in there and 
they'll go back and look at it and laugh at it.  I know some of 
them have said when they look back at their work, 'Man, my 
handwriting was horrible.'  But I mean, I do think that they'll 
remember each book, because I think it's just meaningful to 
them.  I think they'll remember that they probably didn't get 
to read out loud as much as they want.  Because I know they 
still love that and they still complain about that.  So I think 
that's a good thing.  That they want to read more.  I 
definitely think they'll remember the groups, because they 
still ask to be in them.  And I, I mean, I think they'll look 

Journals, books, groups  
 
Rebecca and Molly 
both talk about what 
they shifted to as things 
students will remember 
 
Reading – liked it, fun 
to read 
 
All participants save 
Scott said they hope 
students will think 
reading is fun 
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Participant: Quote(s): Memo: 
back and, I mean, you always hope that they will like it.  I 
know they always talk about the books I read.  So I know 
they'll remember that aspect.  And I think they'll look back 
and they, I think they'll just say that books were a good 
thing.  It's fun to read. 
 
[p. 10] 
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Appendix D: Limitations of the Study 

The Researcher as Data Collection Tool 

 As a beginning researcher, I struggled with my role as a researcher when 

participants looked at me in frustration about what to do in their classes.  I constantly 

reflected on what I was learning and how it could inform my own teaching.  I longed to 

be back in the classroom, to engage in the hard and joyous work of helping children learn 

to read well.   

 When I take a step back from this dissertation, I feel tremendous responsibility for 

Nora’s instructional practices in reading class, having been her reading methods 

instructor at RU.  I will admit that this struggle led me to pour over my course syllabi, 

reread our common text (Routman, 2003), review my class objectives for each session to 

look for indications that would have lead to Nora’s teacher-centered pedagogy.  And I 

was baffled by the inconsistency between what she said in her interviews and what I 

observed during my visits.  I ended up visiting her classroom an extra time to see if I 

could glimpse some of the modeling, small groups, guided practice, and partner reading 

she discussed throughout our interviews.   

 More than the other teachers, I worried about how my influence as her instructor 

might change what she said in her interviews and what she did in her classroom.  She 

seemed at complete ease with me sitting in the back of the room and I certainly never 

thought I was getting a dog-and-pony show when I visited.  However, I cannot discount 

my former role as her instructor and the influence this may have played on our 

conversations.  Nora was so confident in her knowledge of and ability to apply reading 
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instruction through her self-assessment and in our interviews.  And she was either 

receiving positive support from her principal or through her own talk, was putting forth 

an image of herself as a model of effective practice.  She was the only participant, at the 

end of our final observation and interview, who did not ask me for feedback.  I wonder if 

Nora knew what she could or should be doing during the time that students spent silently 

filling out worksheets.  I came to question whether she knew what effective reading 

instruction really looked like. I wonder about the models that she observed in her 

practicum and student teaching experience and though she was quick to judge them as 

ineffective, those models may have more profoundly influenced her than she even 

realizes. 

 Data indicates that Nora worked hard as a teacher and her students did learn from 

her.  She knew some important reading processes and skills that she wanted to cover for 

the year, and she was able to focus on those in her classroom practice.  She conveyed 

interest in the selections and the activities she and the students engaged in during reading 

class.  She was warm and engaged frequently with the students in individual 

conversations, getting to know the students.  But I worried about her interest in 

curriculum improvement and professional development, given her attitude against 

developing something that she couldn’t use again and her confidence in her current level 

of knowledge and practice.  Maybe I used a more critical eye when analyzing the data 

from Nora’s interviews and observations because it was difficult to disentangle her 

actions from a critique of the reading course she took from me as well as my influence as 

her instructor.  Regardless, I think Nora has a long way to go in her development as an 
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effective, reflective, adaptive reading educator.  I hope for her that there are and she is 

open to opportunities for this development. 

 

Influence of Research Tools on the Data  

 Standards Survey.  In retrospect, the survey tool I created is not without its 

limitations.  For example, in terms of rating their current level of knowledge/application 

of each teaching standard, it is difficult to know when participant teachers selected know 

about, teach every/most days, if they felt that they had increased knowledge over 

standards they rated as know about, working on incorporating, or if this differentiation in 

ratings was due to the greater incorporation.  Though I read the rating of know about, 

teach every/most days, as higher level of knowledge as well as application, this may not 

be how participants interpreted these ratings, though I did not follow-up on this.  

Additionally with the rating of current level of knowledge/application of each standard, 

the final column, know about, could teach others about, implies a high level of 

knowledge, but does not capture participants’ application of this standard.  As discussed 

above, Nora, Rebecca, and Molly were the only participants to mark any standards in 

strands D, E, and F as know about, could teach others about.   

 Very few participants noted that they had learned about these teaching standards 

in school-based staff development, self-selected reading, or workshops, or that they 

would like to learn more about the standards (with the exception of Julia and Molly, who 

marked that they wanted to know more about each of the standards). This could be an 

indication that participants both did not receive professional development in these areas 
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and did not intend to learn more about these standards, or that participants did not attend 

to this section of the survey.  At 18 pages, the standards survey was by all accounts 

lengthy, and it could be that participants simply chose not to respond to these last 

columns, which probed these issues of staff development.  Without further research on 

the validity and reliability of this research tool, it would be only speculation about the 

lack of responses in these columns.  

 Finally, the standards survey only begins to capture knowledge important for the 

teaching of reading.  While these standards assess self-report data of some important 

aspects of reading instruction, there is a great deal more to instruction than what is 

reflected on this checklist.  As well, some of the standards are broad and difficult to 

definitively capture as a level of knowledge and application.   

 Interview Protocols.  The interview protocols that I developed were not without 

their limitations.  Procedurally, the participants seemed to view some interview questions  

as a test, and provided somewhat predictable buzzword answers.  I attempted to 

scrutinize these responses by looking at observational and interview data sources to test 

out findings and triangulate data.  In future studies, I will revise several questions to 

allow more informative responses from participants.  I will also probe more deeply about 

what particpants’ answers mean to them and how they see their knowledge and beliefs in 

their practice.  As we progressed through our interviews, teachers shared information 

about their classrooms and teaching, but as I did not always observe these concepts in 

their teaching, it would have been helpful to complete more follow-up on the conflicts I 

was observing.   


