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ABSTRACT

URBAN TEACHER'S BELIEFS AND KNOWLEDGE
ABOUT LITERACY TEACHING AND LEARNING: AN EXAMINATION FROM
MECHANISTIC AND CONTEXTUALISTIC PERSPECTIVES

By
Dannelle Diane Stevens

Helping urban children become literate participants in our
society is an important goal for our schools. For a number of \
reasons, schools have had difficuity meeting this goal. Year after
year urban teachers see most students fall further behind
academically. Some suggest that classroom instruction needs to be
changed. Yet, we know little about what urban teachers believe and
know about literacy teaching and learning. Elucidating urban
teachers’' beliefs and knowledge would help staff developers and
teacher educators design programs and activities that meet the
unique needs of the urban classroom teacher and, therefore, would
positively impact urban literacy instruction. The purpose of the
study was to describe and explain the literacy beliefs and
knowledge of seventeen urban elementary teachers in one school.
Their beliefs and knowledge were compared to two perspectives on
literacy teaching and learning- mechanistic and contextualistic
perspectives. The mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives are
theoretical points along a continuum of perspectives about how to
address students' literacy learning. The study had three parts: 1.)
administration of two group measures, the Modified Theoretigal



Orientation Toward Reading and the Student Autonomy Scale, to
seventeen teachers, 2.) structured interview with thirteen
teachers, and 3.) two in-depth interviews with teachers whose
views seemed consonant more with either mechanistic or
contextualistic perspectives. Four broad literacy dimensions were
used to analyze the data: academic content, teacher role, student
role and social context. Resuits indicate: one, the teachers believed
that students’' had a limited vocabulary, deficient language
knowledge and use, and a disorganized and unstructured life outside
of school. Two, most teachers used skills-based, mechanistic
methods to teach reading and writing, provided a consistent
classroom structure, and, most of all, spoke highly of the need to
care for the children. Three, to assess the effectiveness of their
academic endeavor, most teachers seemed to echo the district
concern for high scores on standardized tests, a measure that is
external to the daily interactions in the classroom. Taken together,
the results indicate that the teachers responded to teaching in an
urban context by focusing on caring for the children within a skills-

based classroom structure.

~



Copyright by
Dannelle D. Stevens

1993



Dedicated to Molly Melissa Stevens,
my daughter, my steadfast supporter,

and to the urban children and their future.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Like most worthwhile things in life, a dissertation represents
the efforts of more than one person. Therefore, | would like to
acknowledge the help of my committee, my family and the urban
school where the study took place. As a whole, several professors
helped me think and rethink all aspects of this project and guided it
to successful completion. | have a file three inches thick with
feedback from Linda Anderson, my chairperson. That file
represents the enormous amount of time, commitment and effort it
takes to guide a student through a dissertation. It must seem like a
thankiess task. | could not have completed this project without
Linda's expert guidance. At certain key junctures she asked just
the right question and probed my thinking in just the right way so
that | stayed on track and did thorough, quality work. Annemarie
Palincsar, another committee member, introduced me to the school,
the principal, the teachers and, of course, the children that |
eventually studied. n Annemarie challenged me intellectually to work
to my full potential. CarolSue Englert and Steve Raudenbush
believed in my work and supported me all along the way. Philip
Cusick taught me how to write through a problem so that the reader
would not bump into anything.

Since | came to Michigan State in 1985, J. Bruce Burke has

worked with me as a teaching supervisor and recently as a

vi



committee member. When | was discouraged, he reminded me of my
concerns for children who are not making in the educational system.
When | was frustrated, he listened and helped me change a problem
into a learning opportunity. Through this process, | have become a
better teacher, scholar and colleague. Thank you, Bruce.

Next | would also like to acknowledge my family. My mother
was an elementary school teacher for 27 years. | admire her
energy, her vitality, her expertise and her commitment to children.
She inspired me and gave me a model to emulate. My father raised
me to persist in accomplishing goals in life.  Persistence is an
essential quality in the completion of a dissertation. My sister
always encouraged me and believed in my finishing.

| would also like to acknowledge the administration, the
teachers and students who work in the urban school where | did this
project. Surely, Washington Elementary is one of the most
challenging teaching situations in our country. Yet, the teachers
were willing to open their classroom doors to me and share their
deep concerns about teaching and the children. Without their
participation this work would have never happened.

vii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter 1: Introduction
Theoretical framework
Significance of the study
Chapter 2: Review of the literature
Contextual influences on urban literacy instruction
The perspectives on literacy instruction
Teacher beliefs and knowledge about literacy instruction
Chapter 3: Research methodology
Methods
Analysis of results
Chapter 4: Part 1- Results
Section 1: Description of the resuits from the two group
measures
Section 2: Results from the analysis of teacher interviews:
Individual and school level summaries
Chapter 4: Part 2- Results (continued)
Section 3: Results of Individual Teacher Interviews: School-
level summary

Section 4: Overall results

viii

12
24
27
27
41
64
77
79
110
121
121

133

154
155

200



Chapter 5. Conclusion

Implications of the urban context for urban schools

Implications for classroom literacy instruction in urban

schools

Implications for staff development programs in urban

schools

Limitations
Future research
Conclusions

Appendices

Appendix A: Mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives:
Contrasts across four dimensions.

Appendix B1: Part 1- Demographic Survey

Appendix B2: Part 2- Modified Theoretical Orientation

toward reading

Appendix C: Student Autonomy Scale
Appendix D: Part 2- Structured individual interview protocol
Appendix E: Part 3- Structured individual interview protocol

with two focal teachers
Appendix F: Permission slip

Appendix G: M-TORP Sorted by subsections

Appendix H: Summary of teacher interviews by dimension
Appendix |: Description of focal teachers' observed lessons
Appendix J: Summary of structured individual interview of

focal teachers
List of references

202
204
210

216

229
232
233
236
236

240
242

245
250
254

257
258
260
317
319

324



LIST OF TABLES

Table 1: Mean teacher scores on Modified-Theoretical
Orientation toward Reading: Ranked by orientation toward
phonics-based goals and methods

Table 2: Mean teacher scores on the M-TORP:

Box and whisker presentation

Table 3: Mean teacher scores on the Student Autonomy Scale:
Ranked by preference for increased student autonomy

Table 4. Mean teacher responses to Student Autonomy Scale:

Box and whisker presentation

122

123

124

125



CHAPTER 1
Introduction

Helping urban, economically disadvantaged children become
literate participants in our society is an important goal for our
schools. Although schools alone cannot solve the complex social and
economic problems in urban neighborhoods, their efforts can begin
to break the cycle for the disadvantaged. Becoming literate reduces
the risk of school failure and dropping out. When students learn to
read and write well, schools become "risk breakers” not "risk
makers" (Allen & Mason, 1989; Schorr, 1988). Even though recently
there has been some improvement in urban students' standardized
test scores (National Association of Educational Progress, 1989),
teachers still find that the achievement of their students lags
farther and farther behind grade level each year the children stay in
school (Levin, 1988).

Classroom instruction is the point of contact between the
society and the child. - One solution to the continuing problem of
urban children's underachievement is to improve current classroom
instruction (Hopfenberg, Levin, Meister & Rogers, 1990; Wehlage,
Smith & Lipman, 1992; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986; Allington, 1991;
Garcia & Pearson, 1991). If we can help teachers change their
literacy instruction, perhaps we can help children become better
readers and writers and hopefully that will lead to success in the
larger society.

Recent research points to the need to change academic tasks
for urban children to a more authentic tasks applicable to children's
lives (Wehlage, Smith & Lipman, 1992; Knapp & Needels, 1991;
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Levin, 1988; Allington & McGill-Franzen, 1989; Garcia & Pearson,
1991). Children need curriculum characterized as "authentic work”
which emphasizes "production of socially useful, personally
meaningful and aesthetically valuable knowledge"” (Wehlage, Smith &
Lipman, 1992, p. 86). When students are involved in a more
authentic experience in school, students seem to actively produce
knowledge rather than passively reproduce knowiedge. Active
involvement leads to more learning and more competent learners
(Resnick, 1987).

For all the hope that has been pinned on improving the lives of
urban children through changes in schooling, we know little about
one of the key factors which affects the nature of that urban
schooling: what the teachers themselves believe and know about
instruction in urban classrooms. Understanding urban teacher
beliefs and knowledge about literacy teaching and learning is
important for several reasons. First, teachers play a central role in
shaping the overall social and cognitive context of classrooms which
influences student literacy learning. More specifically current
conceptions of literacy learning underscore the role of social as
well as cognitive factors in promoting literacy. If we know what
teachers believe and know, we more than likely will know more
about the literate environment that the students are experiencing
(Dahl, 1989). Second, recent research in urban schools has noted
the dominance of a mechanistic orientation toward literacy teaching
and learning (Knapp & Needels, 1991; Levin, 1988). Some have noted
that there are aiternative more contextualistic practices available

which could improve urban literacy instruction (Allington & McGill-
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Franzen, 1989; Garcia & Pearson, 1991). If the more mechanistic
orientation seems to exist in an urban school, examining teacher
beliefs and knowledge in a school will help us illuminate some of
the reasons why teachers persist in using mechanistic approaches
even though alternatives may be available. Finally, learning more
about teacher beliefs and knowledge toward literacy instruction
will help staff developers and teacher educators to tailor the
messages of staff development programs to meet the needs of the
teachers' in the urban school context. In turn, it is hoped that
children will be the beneficiaries of change of teachers' practice.
Let us look at each of these reasons for studying urban teacher
beliefs and knowledge about literacy instruction in more detail.

First, teacher beliefs and knowledge are important because of
the role that the teacher plays in classroom learning. A significant
responsibility of the teacher is to understand and shape the
classroom social and instructional context (Florio-Ruane, 1989).
What teachers believe and know about the classroom social and
instructional context will influence what they say and do in
classrooms (Clark & Peterson, 1986; Peterson, Fennema, Carpenter,
& Loef , 1989; Anderson, Englert, Raphael & Stevens, 1992;
Richardson, Anders, Tidwell & Lloyd, 1991). In turn, what teachers
say and do in the classroom social and instructional context
influences children's literacy learning.

More particularly, what teachers believe and know about
literacy influences instructional decisions in a variety of contexts
across the school day. Becoming literate is a socially-based
activity. Being literate means the individual is able to read and
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write and communicate in a variety of societal contexts. = Resnick
(1990) defines literacy as a "set of cultural practices that people
engage in around texts." In classrooms, therefore, literacy teaching
and learning goes on all day long in the social and cognitive
classroom context and teachers play a major role in what happens
all day long in classrooms. Whatever the teacher believes and
knows about how children become literate is reinforced in a number
of contexts. Students' ideas of what they have to do to be literate
will be shaped in those contexts. Therefore, what teachers believe
and know about literacy teaching and learning affects more than
just the reading lesson. It affects what students do and practice all
day long. It can play into students fundamental notions about
literacy and literate behavior.

Second, recent research in urban schools has noted the
dominance of a mechanistic, skills-based perspective in literacy
teaching and learning (Applebee, 1981, 1984; Goodiad, 1984;
Wehlage, Smith & Lipman, 1992; Collins, 1982; Stanovich, 1986).
There is no clear consensus among educators about whether to focus
on improvement of the mechanistic, skills-based instruction or opt
for alternative contextualistic, progressive models. Yet, some
people have criticized the mechanistic perspective because it is
dominated by a task analysis and subskills approach to literacy
instruction without attention to how people engage in the whole
activity of literacy (Allington & McGill-Franzen, 1989).  Others
criticize the mechanical, skills-based instruction because it is
decontextualized, narrow, technical and because it circumscribes
children's learning (Poplin, 1988a, 1988b; Fetterman, 1981; Garcia
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& Pearson, 1991). On the other hand, others believe that there are
good reasons for teachers to continue using at least some aspects of
the mechanistic-type instruction, especially with disadvantaged
urban populations (Delpit, 1988; Reyes, 1991; Brophy, 1988). Since
it is likely that this mechanistic orientation exists among teachers
in an urban school, examining teacher beliefs and knowledge in that
school will help us illuminate some of the reasons why teachers
persist in using mechanistic approaches.

Finally, an understanding of urban teacher beliefs and
knowledge will make it more likely that staff developers and
teacher educators will tailor their messages to meet the needs of
the teacher in an urban school context. Knowing more about what
urban teachers believe and know will make communication and
learning that much easier for all concerned. Staff development
programs tend to be undergirded by either mechanistic or
contextualistic approaches to instruction.  Knowing more about
what the teachers believe in terms of the mechanistic or
contextualistic orientations will facilitate instruction during staff
development programs.

What is the best way to investigate teacher beliefs and
knowledge? One way to talk about teacher beliefs and knowledge is
to compare different perspectives of teaching and learning. As
stated above, previous research suggests that urban schools are
dominated by a mechanistic orientation toward teaching and
learning. The mechanistic orientation can be contrasted with a
more contextualistic, holistic perspective toward teaching and
learning (Heshusius, 1991, 1992, 1989; Poplin, 1988a, 1988b;
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Allington & McGill-Franzen, 1989; Gavelek & Palincsar, 1988).

Even though much of this conceptual work on perspectives toward
teaching and learning has been done by those in the field of special
education, the ideas are applicable across the broad spectrum of at
risk student populations (Poplin, 1988a, 1988b; Heshusius, 1991,
1992). Mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives represent the
philosophical underpinnings or paradigms which inform our ways of
thinking, perceiving and acting. @ We all have paradigms which affect
what we think, how we perceive the world and how we act in the
world.

In line with this paradigmatic theory, it is assumed that
people who create instructional programs for teachers operate out
of one or the other of these paradigms. Staff development programs
and instructional methods available for teachers, therefore, tend to
be informed by one perspective over another. Although mechanistic
and contextualistic perspectives are not the only conceptual
frameworks that people use, they are representative of points on a
continuum of perspectives on teaching and learning. Classroom
literacy methods tend to be created and disseminated by those who
are informed by one or the other of these world views- mechanistic
or contextualistic. = The newer instructional methods like reciprocal
teaching, collaborative problem-solving and whole language literacy
instruction come from the more contextualistic, holistic
perspective. @ The more traditional methods like direct instruction,
classroom recitation, and drill/practice are more closely associated
with the mechanistic, decontextualized perspective. @ To understand
how teachers persist in hanging onto the older programs, it would be
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helpful to see how the teachers' ideas are consonant with or
different from mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives.
Recognizing and labeling world views helps us isolate some of the
fundamental differences as well as similarities in these two
perspectives in relation to instructional choices available for
teachers.

The study examined urban teacher beliefs and knowledge in
relation to the two alternative conceptions of teaching and learning
literacy- the mechanistic and the contextualistic perspective
(Gavelek & Palincsar, 1988; Heshusius, 1991, 1992). The two
perspectives represent the major ideas and highlight the major
issues around literacy education. It should be noted again, however,
these are points along a continuum of perspectives on literacy
teaching and learning. Even though the world is not really quite so
simple, the separation of the conceptions of teaching into
mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives provides a set of
constructs which allow us to analyze and compare teacher beliefs
and knowledge about literacy teaching and learning with each other
as well as in relation to instructional choices they have in the
classroom. Yet, the constructs are limited by the fact that reality
is not quite that simple. The two perspectives, however, provide us
with a lens, a way to talk about what we see in classrooms. In
addition, as stated above, many staff development programs are
informed by either of these perspectives. For the purposes of the
study, the two perspectives are compared and contrasted as

distinct, discrete perspectives on teaching and learning.
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The mechanistic perspective (Heshusius, 1991, 1992) on
literacy teaching and learning emphasizes the importance of
learning basic skills as the foundation for the learning of more
complex processes later. Precepts in this perspective can be related
to empirical/contextualism (Gersten, Carnine & Woodward, 1987),
mechanistic orientation (Heshusius, 1991, 1992), interaction
(Dewey & Bentley, 1949; Altman & Rogoff, 1987) and reductionism
(Heshusius, 1991, 1992; Poplin, 1988a, 1988b). One of the key
assumptions of the mechanistic perspective is the need for the
teacher to predict and control all events in classroom teaching and
learning. To have prediction and control, however, learning is
conceived as and measured by the successful accumulation of a set
of teacher-determined, discrete outcomes. It is assumed that
through the successful accumulation of simpler skills and
knowledge, one can handle complex learning processes. More
complex behavior like problem-solving is explained by defining and
analyzing these simpler processes. Phenomena are understood
through an examination of their parts and the discovery of the
lawful relationships between them (Heshusius, 1991, 1992). A set
of standards external to the immediate context are used to gauge
progress (Heshusius, 1991, 1992). Errors are a crucial source of
information as the teacher modifies instruction to help students
learn (Gerston, 1992). From the mechanistic perspective, learning
can be defined as a relatively permanent change in behavior.

In classrooms, supporters of the mechanistic perspective on
teaching and learning emphasize the study of discrete, observable

and measurable outcomes as evidence of learning literacy.



9

Classroom practices often associated with an underlying
mechanistic perspective would be drill and practice, classroom
recitation (Mehan, 1986), direct instruction and Distar. All of these
methods in one way or another focus on the successful learning of
simpler processes as foundational on the path to more complex
intellectual processes. According to Gerston (1992), "empathy for
student success and understanding of the need for clarity” are two
pillars of direct instruction which could be considered consonant
with a mechanistic perspective. @ The importance of short-term
success and clarity of instruction overrides the, at times,
unsuccessful struggle and grappling with more complex learning
tasks.

The contextualistic perspective, on the other hand, (Heshusius,
1991, 1992) emphasizes that complex learning processes are better
developed and understood when one considers and uses the whole
social context in which instruction occurs. The contextualistic
perspective is most closely associated with social constructivism
from the work of Soviet psychologist, Lev Vygotsky (1934/1986).
Precepts in this perspective can be related to constructivism
(Piaget, 1955, 1970), social constructivism (Vygotsky, 1934/1986),
transaction (Dewey & Bentley, 1949; Altman & Rogoff, 1987) and
holistic/constructivism (Heshusius, 1991, 1992; Poplin, 1988a,
1988b). A contextualistic perspective approaches learning from a
cognitive rather than the behavioral orientation. Prediction and
control of classroom events is less important than challenge and
divergent activities. Cognitive theories, in general, highlight

complex intellectual processes such as thinking, language, and



10

problem solving as major attributes and outcomes of the learning
process rather than the learning of discrete, decontextualized
knowledge.  Cognitive theorists are interested in how the learner
organizes experience in a situation and the ways in which she/he
learns alternative or more appropriate kinds of organizing
experiences in his/her mind. The contextualistic perspective is
based on cognitive theories. Yet, cognitive theories can be more or
less interested in the role that the social context plays in the
development of thinking. @ The contextualistic perspective described
here is closely aligned with the cognitive theory of learning which
is called social constructivism (Vygotsky, 1934/1986). The role of
the social context in supporting and contributing to learning is
highlighted.

Two factors combined distinguish contextualistic perspective
from other cognitive theories and from the mechanistic conceptions
of leamming and teaching: 1.) the inclusion and emphasis on the group
dynamics in the social context of learning and 2.) the emphasis on
individual thinking processes in the social context. In fact, based
on the work of Vygotsky (1934/1986), social cognitive researchers
Englert and Palincsar(1991) state that "society provides a critical
influence on behavior and thought that guides participants as they
engage in literacy interactions ... Literacy is socially constructed by
teachers and students as they engage in holistic and authentic
activities and participate in mutually-constituted discourse (p.1).”
From the contextualistic perspective, learning can be defined as:
"the construction of new knowledge through the process of

transformation and self-regulation® which happens in a dynamic and
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holistic psychological system and which is shaped by person and
environmental influences (Poplin, 1988a, 1988b; Altman & Rogoff,
1987).

In classrooms, the contextualistic perspective on teaching and
learning, therefore, emphasizes the social context in which literacy
is learned. For example, classroom practices often associated with
an underlying contextualistic perspective would be reciprocal
teaching, process writing (author's chair, peer editing), language
experience stories and collaborative problem solving. All of these
activities involve several aspects of literacy learning- talking,
writing, reading, listening. @ The activities are holistic in focus and
engage the learner in authentic activities designed to embed literacy
instruction in a meaningful social and academic context.

In the study, the two perspectives, mechanistic and
contextualistic, were used to analyze urban teacher beliefs and
knowledge about literacy teaching and learning across four
dimensions: (1) context; (2) teacher instructional role; (3) student
learner role; and (4) context. These four dimensions are derived
from several sources. First of all, Schwab (1978) writes of the
four commonplaces of instruction: what is taught, who teaches it,
who learns it and under what conditions. The four dimensions in the
study correspond to these four commonplaces. Anderson (1989)
uses a similar set of constructs to analyze instructional programs
designed to improve instruction. Hewson and Hewson (1989) in a
study of teacher beliefs and knowledge about science instruction use
six conceptual categories to analyze teacher responses to a
narrative describing a typical science lesson. These categories are:
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nature of science, Iearning, learner characteristics, rationale for
instruction, preferred instructional techniques, and conception of
teaching science. What is valuable about all of these dimensions and
analysis schemes is that they allow the teacher to include the
contextual factors which influence instructional decisions.

The purpose of the study was twofold: (1) to describe and
explain what some urban teachers believe and know about literacy
teaching and learning, and (2) to relate what the urban teachers
believe and know about literacy teaching and learning to contrasting
perspectives: mechanistic and contextualistic perspective
(Heshusius, 1991, 1992). Teacher beliefs and knowledge were used
interchangeably in the study because recent work indicates that
much of what a teacher knows is described in highly subjective
terms (Kagan, 1990; Leinhardt, 1990). The research question was:

What are urban teachers beliefs and knowledge about literacy

teaching and learning in relation to two perspectives on

teaching and learning- mechanistic and contextualistic?
Theoretical Framework

To answer the research question and accomplish the purposes
of the study, there were three areas of previous research that
needed to be investigated. The first part of the theoretical
framework describes the characteristics of the urban, at risk
student population which can influence what teachers do in
classrooms. The second part contrasts the perspectives of
mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives which represent
alternative conceptions of teaching and learning literacy. The third
part describes the research on teacher beliefs and knowledge about



13

literacy learning and teaching. Al three parts contribute to
answering the research question. Together all three parts describe
the parameters and the theoretical underpinnings which can
influence and guide literacy instruction in the particular context,
the urban school with an at risk populations. Let us now briefly
look at each of these parts of the theoretical framework.

Cl teristi [ I ' risk student lat

First, the urban child is more likely to be poor, be sick, be
absent from school, and be exposed to more violence and crime than
non-urban child (McLoyd, 1990; Allen & Mason, 1989). Any one of
these indices alone might not necessarily spell trouble for a child in
school and in the future. However, when these conditions converge
as they often do for the urban child, the child is at risk of school
failure, eventually dropping out of school, and experiencing a
lifetime of economic hardship. In short, "(e)ducational deficiencies
translate into poor life chances with respect to employment and
income as well as [with respect to] political and social
participation in our society" (Levin, 1988, p. 1, brackets added). The
child who comes to an urban classroom comes with many social and
economic disadvantages.

The society has the same expectations for urban teachers as it
does for all teachers- teach the children to read and write. Yet,
because the children are so disadvantaged, the urban teacher faces a
different and in some ways more difficult path in meeting these
societal expectations. There are strains put on a teacher's practice
when, for example, students are continually sick and absent, when

several students need to leave class for special attention like
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Special Education or Chapter 1 classes, when students attempt to
get much needed sleep in class, and when students are explosive and
present behavior problems to the teacher.

Second, students not only bring social and economic
disadvantages to school, they also bring a cultural knowledge which
often contrasts with conventional schooling. To some, the
mismatch between home and school knowledge contributes to
lagging academic achievement. Urban children are at risk not only
for dropping out but also for low academic achievement. According
to NAEP (1989), the average proficiency for all 11th grade low
income, urban students is at about the seventh-grade level. When
students achieve at such a disadvantaged level, they are
undereducated (Levin, 1988). Some researchers believe that the
lagging achievement may be due to the cultural mismatch between
schools and literacy events at home (Heath, 1986, 1989; Taylor &
Dorsey-Gaines, 1989). Some would say that one of the reasons that
schools have such troubles keeping students at school and helping
them become literate is that schools do not incorporate the cultural
knowledge the children already possess when they come to school
(Auerbach, 1989; Heath, 1986).

The third influence on urban student learning could be the type
and the quality of urban classroom instruction itself.  Since urban
school teachers tend to use a limited repertoire of teaching
methods, often characterized as mechanistic, some wonder whether
the children's needs are being met (Allington & McGill-Franzden,
1989; Smith-Burke, 1989; Knapp & Needels, 1991). Educators’' and
researchers’ opinions differ over whether the skills-based,
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mechanistic instruction actually meets the needs of at risk children
in urban schools. To some, having some mechanistic, skills-based
instruction provides a foundation for success in the larger society
by making explicit those experiences that the disadvantaged child
has missed (Delpit, 1988; Reyes, 1991). The supporters of the more
mechanical, skills-based instruction believe that the focus on
explicit instruction in skills allows the urban child to know the
exact rules by which to compete in the larger society. (Delpit,
1988). To other researchers and educators, contextualized,
authentic and problem-solving type of instruction works better for
the low achieving students (Garcia & Pearson, 1991). They argue
that precisely what the low achieving child needs is subject matter
which is relevant, engaging and motivating.

Finally, even though the characteristics of students within one
urban school certainly vary, the factors which influence a teachers'
practice are consistent across a single school. By examining
teacher literacy beliefs and knowledge in one urban school we held
some variables constant. @ The administrative curricular pressures
on teachers were the same. The expectations of the parents and the
community were the same for that school. All of these factors- the
administration, the parents and the community- impact literacy
instruction.  Although there was variance among the individual
teachers, by studying only one school we were assured that there
were some consistent factors. The variance that occurred between
the teachers could be highlighted better when we know that the the

administration, the parents and the community are similar.
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There was another advantage in studying only one school.
Many staff development efforts are delivered to teachers at the
school level. A picture of teacher beliefs and knowledge about
literacy across a school will helpful to staff developers to indicate
the variance and the consistencies in one setting. Since staff
development programs focus on school-wide change, it will be
helpful to see the range and experience at one school.

Restructuring efforts today often take place at the district level
and do not filter down to the classroom (David, 1990; Eimore, 1990;
Wehlage, Smith & Lipman, 1992). Knowledge of how teachers think
about literacy in one school alone may help to fill in the details of
restructuring efforts and allow these efforts to have more impact
on classrooms themselves.

In sum, while the study of literacy learning and teaching could
have been legitimately conducted in any school with any group of
teachers, there are several reasons why it is important to study
literacy teaching and learning in one urban school with at risk
children, in particular. (1) The economic and social disadvantages
in the urban neighborhoods strain the day to day operations in the
classroom and the school and present continual challenges to
teachers. Exactly how teachers think about their practice in this
context may help us help them change what they are doing. (2)
When a mismatch exists between the literacy experiences students
have in their neighborhoods versus what they experience in school,
literacy learning can be affected negatively.  What teachers think
about the literacy background that students bring to school may be
reflected in literacy instruction. (3) Literacy learning for at risk
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children seems to be problematic because there are several
questions about the type and quality of that instruction. Mechanical
skills-based instruction seems to dominate classroom interactions
for at risk children in urban schools. There are some who question
the predominance of this instruction in settings where the need is
so great. There are promising alternatives available for urban
teachers. If skills-based, mechanistic instruction exists in urban
settings, it would be valuable to learn why teachers use these
methods with at risk children. (4) Studying only one school limits
the generalizability of the study, but allows us to see how one group
of teachers at one school think about literacy instruction. Since
staff development efforts are more often at only one school,
describing teacher beliefs and knowledge at one school illuminates
the problems faced by those teachers.

The second part of the theoretical framework focuses on the
two different perspectives on teaching and learning which inform
staff development efforts. Mechanistic and contextualistic
perspectives each represent different underlying perspectives about
teaching and learning. Resnick (1990) indicates that these
perspectives also represent contrasting viewpoints about what
underlies literacy instruction, in particular. From the mechanistic
perspective, education could be seen as a matter of organizing
effective successful lessons. Literacy, then, becomes a "bundle of
skills,....(where teachers are) diagnosing skill strengths and
deficits, providing appropriate exercises, in developmentally

felicitous sequences, motivating students to engage in these
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exercises, giving clear explanations and directions” (p. 171, Resnick,
1990). On the other hand, from the constructivist or more
contextualistic perspective, literacy education could be seen as a
process of socialization. Literacy then, becomes a "a set of

cultural practices” during which teachers converse, write, read,
exchange, listen and create with children in an effort to introduce
them into a community of literacy practitioners (Resnick, 1990).

Based on current research in literacy learning, the broader
contextualistic notion of literacy is seen as the key to improving
instruction for the urban at risk child (Garcia & Pearson, 1991).
Some argue that, when literacy learning is narrowly conceived as in
the mechanistic perspectives, it is reduced to abstract learning,
rote memorization and dril. When literacy learning is conceived of
broadly as it is in the contextualistic perspective, it is expanded to
include the many activities a learner engages in during the school
day. Literacy learning depends on many aspects of classroom
practice.

Thus, the mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives were
investigated using multiple dimensions of literacy teaching and
learning: content, teacher role, student role and context. The four
dimensions are derived from the work of Schwab (1978), Anderson
(1989) and Hewson & Hewson (1989). Taken as a whole the four
dimensions define teacher beliefs and knowledge about literacy
teaching and learning. In the next section the four dimensions used
in the study are described.

Dimension #1: Content. The content dimension is defined as
those goals and methods which are designed to impart a body of
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knowledge and experience to students about literacy. The content
dimension of literacy learning and teaching is divided into two
aspects: goals and methods. Literacy learning and teaching reaches
beyond the traditional learning to read and write. The listening,
writing, speaking and reading goals and methods will be included in
this dimension. There are two aspects in this dimension: goals and
methods.

GOALS. What does the teacher value as an outcome of his or

her reading and writing instruction?

A goal is any statement that refers to that which the
teacher intends the student to learn. An instructional goal is
an intended outcome of instruction. It is what the teacher
expects the students to know when they walk out of the door.
Teachers may state several reasons why they chose these
goals. The reasons as well as the goals themselves will be
included in this section.

Examples of literacy goals: knowledge of skills,
strategiés, phonics, comprehension skills; knowledge of
purposes of reading, writing; knowledge of mechanics of
reading, writing; knowledge of study strategies (ways to
regulate own behavior); knowledge of need to communicate
with others; knowledge of metacognitive strategies and
knowledge of subject matter.

METHODS. What techniques, student activities and
instructional practices does the teacher use in teaching

reading and writing in the classroom?
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An instructional method is any teacher statement that
refers to strategies, techniques, activities and practices
which a teacher uses in teaching literacy. Teachers often
state several reasons why they use these methods. The
reasons as well as the methods themselves will be included in
this description. The methods might be evident in
descriptions of: an activity or a series of activities that
children would do; a type of instructional technique that the
teacher uses; and the materials that would support
accomplishment of the goals.

Examples of literacy methods are: daily oral language
activities; typical reading/writing activities- use of basal,
spelling, copying sentences; short-term activities (daily,
repetitive); iong-term activities and projects (over several
days or weeks); teacher lecture-discussion; cooperative
activities, peer tutoring; writing books, journals; use of the

basal; use of literature; field trips and related activities.

Dimension #2: Teacher instructional role, The teacher

instructional role dimension focuses on how teachers view their

own role in literacy learning and teaching. The reasons that a

teacher gives for having these qualities will also be included. There

are three aspects to this dimension: personal qualities, teacher-

student interactions and curricular expectations.

PERSONAL. What personal qualities should a good teacher
should have?
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INTERACTIONS. What kinds of interactions that a teacher
should have with students over content and other aspects of
students’ lives?

CURRICULAR EXPECTATIONS. How should a teacher respond to

district curricular expectations?

Dimension #3: Student learner role. .The student learner role is
defined as those behaviors, attitudes, and orientations that the
teacher describes which contribute to or hinder learning. The
reasons that a teacher gives will also be included in this definition.
There are three aspects to this dimension:

PERSONAL. What personal qualities does a student need to be

a successful learner? What personal qualities hinder

learning?

COGNITIVE. What kind of cognitive processes are children using

as they acquire literacy? What kind of background knowiedge

do students bring to tasks?

INTERACTIVE. What kind of collaborative literacy activities

does the teacher describe? What is the role of social

interaction in students' learning literacy? What reasons does
the teacher give for student participation in a peer's learning?

Dimension #4: Context. The context dimension focuses on two
aspects of context which influence literacy teaching and learning-
classroom social context and the neighborhood context.

CLASSROOM SOCIAL CONTEXT. What is the extent to which the

teacher includes social goals in her/his talk about other

goals? What is the extent to which the teacher describes
methods and materials in terms of their contribution to the
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social cohesion (communication, flow, predictability of human
interactions) in the classroom?

The classroom social context includes the people,
materials and setting in which instruction proceeds. The
social context is created by combination of both the social and
academic goals and methods in the classroom. In terms of
teacher viewpoints, there are two sub-aspects of the
classroom social context aspect: goals and methods.
NEIGHBORHOOD SOCIAL CONTEXT. To what extent do teachers
include the parents in the classroom activities and
experiences? How do the teachers describe the students'
background knowledge, ethnicity and economic status?

The neighborhood context is the setting in which the
children live. Since literacy learning and teaching includes
the social and academic events during the day, it is important
to note instances where the teacher describes the children's
neighborhood background as influential in literacy learning.
This dimension focuses on how teachers view the neighborhood
context and how that context impacts their classroom literacy

instruction. There are several sub-aspects to this dimension:

background knowiedge, ethnicity and parental influences.

The third part of the theoretical framework concerns teacher

beliefs and knowledge about literacy instruction. = What teachers

believe and know about literacy instruction is central to what

happens in classrooms. The teacher organizes, plans and directs

classroom activities. What happens in classrooms largely depends
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on the teacher. What teachers believe and know mediates literacy
instruction in the classroom. Exactly how teachers enact their
instructional role has an effect on student literacy learning.
Embedded in mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives are
assumptions about what literacy is. When teachers choose one
perspective over another they are also choosing broader goals about
the nature of literacy and the nature of learning to read and write.
They are telling how to behave as an educated person in our society.
They are telling, modeling for and demonstrating to children what it
means to be literate. They are building children's conception of
literacy and literate behavior. That conception of literacy seems to
have an effect on children's reading success (Purcell-Gates & Dahl,
1991; Dahl, 1989). Because teacher beliefs and practices affect
children's literacy learning, it is important to look at how teachers
conceive of literacy learning and teaching in an urban setting. Let us
look at several reasons for studying teacher beliefs and knowledge.
First of all, it is important to study teacher beliefs and
knowledge because there is an interaction between teacher beliefs
and teacher practices. Certainly, teacher practices do not come out
of thin air. Instructional decisions that teachers make are mediated
by their beliefs and knowledge. Research on teacher thinking has
established some strong links between teacher practice and teacher
thinking (Clark & Peterson, 1986; Clark & Yinger, 1987). Through
their influence on teacher practice, beliefs not only influence what
teachers and students do in classrooms, teacher beliefs also
influence what students learn as well (Purcell-Gates & Dahl, 1991;
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Peterson, Fennema, Carpenter & Loef, 1989; Anderson, Englert,
Raphael, & Stevens, 1990).

Second, by understanding teacher beliefs and knowiedge about
literacy teaching, staff developers and instructional researchers
can assist teachers in making changes in their practice. @ Teachers
like anyone else will understand new information in light of prior
knowledge. Thus, it is incumbent upon teacher educators to think
about how teachers with different views might respond to ideas
offered about changing their practice. = Researchers have found that
instructional decisions that teachers make are influenced by their
preconceived notions of content, instructional role, students and the
social context. Research has shown that the teachers' practice in
mathematics (Peterson, Carpenter, Fennema & Loef, 1989; Cohen &
Ball, 1990); in writing (Raphael, Englert & Anderson, 1989) and in
reading (Palincsar, Stevens & Gavelek, 1989) are influenced by the
teachers' beliefs and knowledge. Thus, an exploration of those
teacher beliefs and knowledge about literacy learning will help us
understand how teachers balance the complex elements considered
during of classroom literacy instruction.

Significance of the Study

The study addressed questions about teachers beliefs and
knowledge about literacy learning in an urban school. Exploration
of teachers' thinking illuminated some of the issues and concerns
that teachers have when teaching urban students to become literate
participants in the larger society.  Teacher educators, instructional

researchers, educational psychologists, and staff developers can
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benefit from an analysis of how urban teachers think about and
address the literacy needs of their students.

The classroom teacher is the final selector and arbitrator of
the events in her or his classroom. Whatever goals, methods,
curricula and types of teacher-students interactions that a teacher
selects are driven by her or his beliefs and knowledge about what is
important to learn, what role the teacher should play, what role the
students play and what the urban child needs to know to become a
literate participant in the society. The study examined teacher
beliefs in relation to two perspectives about teaching and learning
literacy. Since there is no consensus about the best way to promote
literacy in urban classrooms (Brophy, 1988; Jones & Friedman, 1989;
Delpit, 1988; Reyes, 1991), how to help the low achieving student
become literate is the context in which teacher beliefs and
knowledge were examined.

The study took place in one urban school. By examining
teacher literacy beliefs and knowledge in one urban school some
variables were held constant. @ The administrative curricular
pressures on teachers were the same. The expectations of the
parents and the community were the same. All of these factors-the
administration, the parents and the community- impact literacy
instruction.  Although there was variance among the individual
teachers, by studying only one school we were assured that there
were some consistencies over these important factors. There was
another advantage in studying only one school. Many staff
development efforts are delivered to teachers at the school level. A

picture of teacher beliefs and knowledge about literacy across a
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school is helpful to staff developers as an indication of the variance
and the consistencies in one setting.

Finally, by studying urban teachers' views regarding literacy
learning and teaching, it is hoped that the children who attend these
schools will become better readers and writers. Knowing how
teachers balance curricular demands with the student needs in this
one urban school might eventually help teachers help students. It is
only a step along the path toward helping those urban economically
and socially disadvantaged students become literate participants in

the larger society. Yet, it is a step.



CHAPTER 2
Review of the Literature

This chapter elaborates the theoretical framework for the
study by reviewing the relevant research literature. In the first
section of the chapter, research on the social and neighborhood
contextual influences on urban classroom teaching is described. In
the second section, mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives on
literacy teaching and learning are contrasted as alternative views of
literacy instruction for urban at risk child. In the third section, the
research on the importance of understanding teacher beliefs and
knowledge about literacy learning and teaching is described. The
three sections together comprise the parameters and the theoretical
underpinnings of the study.

Contextual inf I i instructi

The first section of the literature review describes the
research on the contextual influences on urban literacy instruction
by addressing three questions. First, regarding the urban, out-of-
school contextual factors the question is: What are the economic
and social conditions of the urban child life that can affect the
teachers' daily interactions with children in the classroom?
Second, regarding the school-home contextual factors, the question
is: What is known about the interaction between the urban child's
literacy knowledge from home and the school knowledge that is
presented? Third, regarding the within school contextual factors:
What is known about current instruction of at risk children in urban

schools?

27
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10 . I ial it f 1t I hild

The urban child is more likely to be poor, be sick, be absent
from school, and be exposed to more violence and crime than non-
urban child (McLoyd, 1990; Allen & Mason, 1989). Any one of these
indices alone might not necessarily spell trouble for a child in
school and in their future endeavors. However, when these
conditions converge, as they often do for the urban child, the child is
at risk of school failure, eventually dropping out of school, and
experiencing a lifetime of economic hardship. In short, there are a
series of educational problems which are associated with poverty
and the urban setting. As Levin (1988) stated, "Educational
deficiencies translate into poor life chances with respect to
employment and income as well as (with respect to) political and
social participation in our society " (p.1, Levin, 1988, parenthesis
added).

There are an array of studies which point to the interactions
between economic disadvantages and schooling. Poverty alone can
be a predictor of dropping out of school. Yet, school dropout rates
for children from poor families are typically twice those of
population averages; dropout rates often exceed 50 percent for the
poorest youngsters (NAEP, 1985; Fine, 1986). Drop out rates have
risen to nearly one million students per year (Smith-Burke, 1989).
A disproportionate number of students who drop out of school lack
strong literacy skills (Carbo, 1987). Students who drop out of
school tend to put strains on state and federal social services as
well. In a national logitudinal study, each added year of secondary

schooling was shown to reduce by 35% the probability of public
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welfare dependency during young aduithood. Attainment of a
diploma has been shown to reduce by more than 50 percent the
probability of having an out-of-wedlock birth (Mitchell, 1990). Low
education among mothers is a risk factor for various infant health
problems. What we do know is, if we could just keep these students
in school, they would do better in the long run.

The process of dropping out starts long before the day that the
child actually walks out of the school door, never to return. For
many, it begins with poverty. For others, it begins with isolation
from mainstream opportunities and poverty. As Anglo-Americans
and middle class African-Americans move to the suburbs and urban
structural economic conditions worsen, our major cities are
becoming populated by the poor who are mostly poor African-
American.  African-American's are 17% of the nation's public school
population, yet 41% of the special education population. In
comparison to their Anglo-American counterparts, African-
American students are twice as likely to be suspended from school
and three times more likely to drop out (Edelman, 1987).

The society has the same literacy expectations for urban
teachers as it does for suburban teachers- teach the children to read
and write. Yet, the urban teacher faces a different and in some
ways more difficuit path in meeting these societal expectations
because she or he teaches an at risk population. There are strains
put on a teacher's practice when, for example, students are
continually sick and absent, when students need to leave class for
special attention like Special Education classes, when students are
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explosive and present behavior problems to the teacher, and when

students fall asleep in class.

Second, students not only bring social and economic
disadvantages to school, they also bring a literacy knowledge which
often contrasts with conventional schooling (Heath, 1986). Urban
children are at risk not only for dropping out but also for low
academic achievement. Some researchers and educators associate
the contrast between home and school literacy knowledge with
lagging academic achievement (Heath, 1986; Moll, 1991; Auerbach,
1989; Delpit, 1988). Some researchers and educators say that if
teachers paid more incorporated more of the knowledge that children
bring to school from their African-American culture, perhaps the
students would do better in school. The teachers would be bridging
from what the children know to what the school can teach them.

Although definitions of literacy have changed over the years,
literacy can be defined as the ability to communicate, problem solve
and achieve within a culture (Resnick & Resnick, 1977). This
definition notes the culturally specific nature of literate knowledge
(Vygotsky, 1934/1986; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Palincsar, David,
Winn, & Stevens, 1991). This definition of literacy is broad; it
includes many aspects of social interaction as well as the
application of mind to problem-solving. @ Becoming literate is
dependent on the acquisition of a repertoire of skills which are
learned somewhat easily, especially if one's culture matches the

culture of the larger society. If one's culture and experience do not
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match the larger culture, coming to school and meeting the literacy
expectations of schools can be difficult for students (Heath, 1986).
What can happen for the urban African-American child is that his or
her literate knowledge is different from the school's expectations
for literacy. Schools present children with experiences which lead
to literacy in the larger society; yet, these experiences may
contrast with literacy experiences in child's daily life outside of
school. The schools' way with words, the schools’' definitions of
literacy, may not map onto or take advantage of the urban African-
American child's way with words (Heath, 1983; Taylor & Dorsey-
Gaines, 1988).

Heath (1986) noted that there is a tendency for schools to
promote literacy from a "faulty” conception of language
development. There is an assumption of a single developmental
literacy learning model for all children. This simple developmental
model could be called the "accumulation model" of learning where
children are expected to start at a simple level and then move to a
more cognitively complex model. This single model assumes a
linear progression for learning in which simpler, more fundamental
stages need to precede later stages. In subjects such as reading,
for example, children would not be expected to answer
comprehension questions without first knowing how to adequately
decode the words on a page. Similarly, they would not be expected
to know how to write without knowing about the mechanics of
writing-- spelling, punctuation and capitalization. A single
developmental model does not account for differences in chidren's

learning which may be due to cultural factors or due to the
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knowledge that children bring to the learning task. All children are
expected to follow the same path to literacy. For African-
Americans this model does not include the social and verbal aspects
of their culture. "The insistence of the school on individualizing
literacy and separating it from its social and oral roots has ignored
traditional oral and literate habits of Black Americans" (Heath,
1989).

In a study of differing access to comprehension practice in
classrooms, Collins (1982) found that the lower reading groups in
two urban classrooms had less practice in comprehending text and
more practice in decoding exercises. One school was in Chicago; the
other was in California. In both classrooms, through a longitudinal
study of verbal interaction during reading lessons, Collins found that
the high ranked students received qualitatively different
comprehension training than the low-ranked students. Others have
found that much less time is devoted to the actual task of reading in
low-ranked groups (McDermott, 1976; Allington, 1983).

For at risk children described in the Moll and Diaz (1987) case
studies, the Latino children were stuck in the lower levels of the
curriculum with more rote memorization than their Anglo peers.
They were doomed to failure just because they never got out of the
lower level curriculum These curricular arrangements did not
capitalize on children's talents, resources and skills (Diaz, Moll &
Mehan, 1986). Moll and Diaz ask- It appears that we can socially
organize failure? Why can't we socially arrange success? Moll and
Diaz did just that. In the two cases described, Moll and Diaz (1987)

intervened in classroom instruction by including more of the Latino
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students' cultural background and, then, the students were more
successful readers and writers. It is difficult to generalize from
the Latino experience to the African-American experience in
schools. Yet, both groups of students find themselves at risk of
school failure in schools that are remarkably similar. Some
researchers and educators attribute at least part of this problem to
the miscommunication between teachers and students due to
cultural mismatches. In this way, the Latino and the African-
American experience in schools is similar.

When teachers can integrate the communities’ ways with
words into the literacy curriculum, students seem to do better in
school. In Kamahamaha school with native Hawaiian children who
were experiencing difficulty in learning to read, Au (1980)
incorporated a Hawaiian tradition called a “"talk story” into the
literacy curriculum. The children were familiar with the talk story
format from their home culture. Au used the same talk story
format in teaching the children to read and talk about reading in
their small reading groups. After changing the classroom
experience for the children so that it more clearly matched their
home cultural experience, Au found that the Hawaiian children
learned to read better. The results indicate that when the school
more closely incorporated the literacy experiences of the Hawaiian
students’ culture, the students learned to read. Au cautions on the
limited generalizability of the findings of the study because it only
dealt with the cultural practice of the native Hawaiian culture and
how the practice could be appropriated for teaching students to read.
Yet, the study points to the advantages of incorporating the literacy
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knowledge that students bring to school into the teaching of literacy
at school.

James P. Comer began working in New Haven, Connecticut,
schools in 1968 to "advance the social, emotional and academic
growth and development of students, and to produce successful
citizens" (p. 19, Stocklinski & Miller-Colbert, 1991). A major
thrust of his program was to involve the community in the education
of its children through shared decision-making (Comer, 1988). To
that end, there are planning and management teams of teachers,
parents, students and support staff. This program has led to an
increase in student achievement among the several schools that are
involved in the program. Parents are encouraged to volunteer in the
classroom, to serve on subcommittees and to attend school
activities. The Comer Process seems to be most beneficial in
schools "where the community is different racially, ethnically or
socioeconomically from the school staff. = Because administrators
and teachers may fail to recognize that a student's academic and
behavioral lapses reflect cultural gaps between home and school, the
process provides a framework for schools to work closely with
parents in building relationships with one another....(It) allows the
schools to respond creatively to their students’ academic and social
needs” (p. 19, Stocklinski & Miller-Colbert, 1991),

In sum, at risk children's literate knowledge may not easily
map onto the school's way with words. The mismatch between what
many schools present as valued knowledge may be different from
what the child already knows. This mismatch between the literacy

events in many urban schools and the literacy experiences children
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have in their homes may contribute to children's underachievement
in reading and writing (Cuban, 1988). Schools that are
incorporating the community into the decision-making seem to have
more success.

C ¢l instruction for urt { risk_children.

The third influence on urban student learning could be the type
and the quality of urban classroom instruction itself. @ From the
research cited in the last section, it seems that the quality of urban
school literacy instruction seems to suffer when there is a
mismatch between the culture that students bring to school and the
culture that the school provides. When parents get involved and
when teachers adapt curriculum to student cultural knowledge,
students seem to do better on achievement tests. Some researchers
would say that there are other, non-culturally based reasons for the
lagging literacy achievement of the urban child. On one hand, some
researchers believe that basic-skills instruction is what the
children need, but the teachers need to learn how to deliver that
instruction better (Brophy, 1988). On the other hand, others believe
that at risk urban children suffer precisely because the narrow,
basic skills orientation that exists in urban schools doesn't give
students the opportunity to deal with sustained text and to
experience challenging learning situations (Allington, 1986; Smith-
Burke, 1989).

In the context of the study, skills-based instruction means
that learning occurs through the application of a discrete skill or
set of skills to a task. Skills-based instruction usually follows a

pattern of whole class instruction, recitation and seatwork. The
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teacher teaches the skill. Then the teacher presents content where
students can practice the skill. The teacher directs the students'
use of that skill and controls all of the instructional interactions
related to development of the skill. The classroom activities often
require memorization of discrete, decontextualized, teacher-
presented information where the student can practice the skill.
After the skill is well-learned then, the skill is applied to a learning
task.

In skills-based reading instruction, for example, students
learn the skill of decoding words to gain meaning through phonics
and isolated practice on word sounds. The teacher presents
phonemes and words where the phonemes occur. Students memorize
the sounds and the words associated with the sounds. The words
may be presented in sentences or the students may look up the
meaning of the words in a dictionary. However, the skill is to learn
to pronounce the word and the phonemes associated with the word
and to learn the dictionary meaning. After the pronunciation and the
meaning of words are learned one day, the story that the words
relate to might be read the next day.

Educators’' and researchers' opinions differ over whether
skills-based instruction meets the needs of low achievers. Several
researchers support the notion that low achieving students benefit
the most from whole class instruction where students learn, even
overlearn, the skills associated with successful performance
(Brophy, 1988; Baumann, 1986; Guskey & Gates, 1986). According to
Brophy (1988), Chapter 1 students, who are considered low

achieving students, would benefit from the structured format that
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skills-based instruction can provide.  The recommendation of two
leading educational psychologists is:

low-SES, low-achieving students need more control and

structuring from their teachers; more active instruction and

feedback, more redundancy, and smaller steps with higher
success rates. This will mean more review, drill, and
practice, and thus more lower-level questions. Across the
school year, it will mean exposure to less material, but with
emphasis on mastery of the material that is taught and on
moving students through the curriculum as briskly as they are

able to progress (Brophy & Good, 1986, p. 328).

Skills-based instruction as described by Brophy and Good seems
valuable, successful and doable for children at risk. In addition,
skills-based instruction lays the foundation for success in the
larger society. = The supporters of skills-based instruction believe
that the focus on explicit skills instruction allows the urban child
to know the exact rules by which to compete.

Delpit (1988) writes that it may be too soon to totally abandon
skills-based instruction in favor of more process-oriented
instruction especially with African-American students. She does
not advocate totally discarding the more contextually-oriented
conception of literacy. However, she strongly recommends the need
to continue to be explicit in our skill instruction with African-
American students because they have not and will not ever learn
these skills in any other way. Their culture does not help them
succeed in less skill-based classrooms whereas the child from the

larger culture child has the tools to succeed when she or he walks in
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the classroom door. Delpit believes that one way for African-
American children to make the leap from their world to the larger
society's world is to have the cultural capital that they lack. If we
do not provide them with the explicit skills, we rob them of the
opportunity to understand the explicit details and the power
dynamics in the larger culture which underlie this skill-based
knowledge. Without explicit instruction in the underlying skills in
reading and writing, the urban child will not have the "cultural
capital” to succeed in the larger society (Delpit, 1988).

To others, skills-based instruction is decontextualized,
narrow and "technical® and circumscribes children's learning (Poplin,
1988a, 1988b; Allington, 1991; Garcia & Pearson, 1991; Moll, 1991).
They argue that precisely what the low achieving at risk child needs
is instruction which requires problem-solving on authentic tasks not
more drill and practice and skill-based learning. The content of the
subject matter must be relevant to the students' lives, challenging
to their minds and highly motivating.

In a study of remedial reading instruction for low achieving
students, Allington (1986) found that, indeed, instruction for the
low achieving, Chapter 1 students tends to emphasize mechanical,
rote-learning rather than cognitive growth and thinking.  According
to Allington, students in these settings are subjected to a daily diet
of drill and practice with activities that bear no relevance to their
lives. Occasions for extended reading, writing or talking on a
sustained topic are relatively few and far between in urban schools
(Applebee, 1984; Goodlad, 1984 ).
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To Heath (1989), the urban at risk students' exposure to
literate activities is limited and circumscribed by the standardized
measures of achievement and instructional materials as well.
Those urban schools who receive the most pressure to improve their
instruction, rely on these standardized and limited teaching
materials and evaluation forms to measure learning. The teaching
materials used with students who are low achievers and at risk
often reflect the skills-based orientation. The urban students learn
to read and write alone and display their knowledge in "prespecified
and limited form of worksheets, standardized tests, brief academic
essays and answers to teacher and textbook questions” (p. 371,
Heath, 1989). In contrast, at the heart of literacy are such
activities as "sharing knowledge and skills from multiple sources,
building collaborative activities from and with written materials,
and switching roles and trading expertise and skills in feading,
writing and speaking” (p. 371, Heath, 1989). The broader notion of
literacy is active, motivating, dynamic and relevant to the student's
lives.

Dahl's (1989) research offers an insight into the effects of
different types of literacy curricular practices on students' views
of literacy. The study emphasizes the potential consequences of the
curriculum on children's conception of literacy.

Emergent literacy practices were studied across three kindergarten
classes with an economically disadvantaged population. Based on

the results of interviews and observations, it appears that students
concentrated on becoming literate depending on what the curriculum
taught. If the curriculum led them to think about letters as the path
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to literacy, they experimented with writing letters. @ The focus on
the simpler learning of letters as the path to literacy is more
consonant with the skills-based perspective. If the curriculum
provided a variety of literacy experiences in the real context of
books and the classroom, students explored the print around them
and made various reading attempts using environmental print. The
focus on the variety of literacy experiences is more consonant with
the alternative perspectives on literacy. The study concluded that
disadvantaged children benefit the most from programs which allow
engagement in authentic reading and writing activities.

Some criticize urban schools because the skills-based
instruction represents a  technocratic conception of schooling
which contrasts with a more Deweyian notion of creating knowledge
through practice and reflection (Rogers & Polkinghorn, 1990).
Schools promote a traditional definition of school literacy,
consisting of merely learning skills and content knowledge about
people, places and things. Typically, content knowledge is
transmitted from those who know to those who don't (Harste,
Woodward & Burke, 1984). Teachers in urban classrooms keep
control over content and method. Content is not criticized or made
problematic for students. Students are not given a chance to get
involved in the process and to benefit from interactions with other
students over meaningful content.

In sum, while the study of literacy learning and teaching couid
have been legitimately conducted in any school with any group of
teachers, several reasons indicate why it is important to study

teacher beliefs about literacy teaching and learning in an urban
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sefting with at risk children. (1) The economic and social
disadvantages in the urban neighborhoods seem to strain the day to
day operations in the classroom and the school and present continual
challenges to teachers. Learning how teachers think about their
practice in the urban context may help us help them improve the
literacy learning of their students. (2) When a mismatch exists
between the literacy background experiences students have in their
neighborhoods versus what their experience in school, literacy
learning can be affected negatively. @ What teachers think about
incorporating the literacy background that students bring to school
may be reflected in the classroom literacy instruction. (3) Another
way that literacy learning for at risk children can be problematic is
in the type and quality of literacy instruction they receive. There is
not agreement about what instruction is best for the at risk, urban
population. However, skills-based instruction seems to dominate
classroom interactions for at risk children in urban schools and does
not seem to be very successful in helping children achieve. For
some, there are good reasons to continue with some form of quality
skills-based instruction (Brophy, 1988; Delpit, 1988).  For others,
there are many questions about continuing to use skills-based
instruction with at risk populations. Since skills-based instruction
seems to persist in urban settings, it would be valuable to learn
what reasons the teachers have for continuing to use these methods.
11 i li instructi

In the last part of the preceding section, existing patterns and

trends in skills-based literacy instruction were described. @ There

are some contemporary calls for changes in urban instructional
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patterns (Heath, 1989; Allington, 1991; Moll, 1991). Some

researchers and educators suggest that urban at risk children would
benefit from an alternative approach to classroom literacy learning.
In this section of the literature review, the theoretical foundations
of two alternative perspectives of literacy teaching and learning are
discussed- a mechanistic perspective and a contextualistic
perspective. Both of these lie along a continuum of perspectives on
literacy learning and teaching. Comparing and contrasting two
theoretical perspectives on teaching and learning allows us to
analyze urban teacher beliefs and knowledge about literacy
instruction.

In this second section of the literature review, the two
theoretical perspectives on teaching and learning are compared and
contrasted. Although in many ways, these two perspectives are too
simplistic for the complex activity involved in teaching students to
become literate participants in the society, using two perspectives
provides a framework by which to analyze the data. In addition, it
can be argued that certain staff development activities are informed
by theoretical perspectives which tend to be more consonant with
one perspective or the other.

Resnick (1990) indicates that, what we shall call, the more
mechanisitic, skills-based perspective and the more contextualistic,
cognitively-based perspective represent contrasting viewpoints
about what it means to educate someone to be literate. From the
mechanistic perspective, literacy education could be seen as a
matter of organizing effective lessons. Literacy, then, becomes a
*bundle of skills,....(where teachers are) diagnosing skill strengths
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and deficits, providing appropriate exercises, in developmentally
felicitous sequences, motivating students to engage in these
exercises, giving clear explanations and directions” (p. 171). On the
other hand, from the contextualistic perspective, education could be
seen as a process of socialization into a literate community.
Literacy becomes a "a set of cultural practices” during which
teachers converse, write, read, exchénge, listen and create with
children in an effort to introduce them into a community of literacy
practictioners (Resnick, 1990).

Mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives also are
associated with the teaching and learning theory underlying
recommended instructional practices (Gavelek & Palincsar, 1988;
Heshusius, 1991, 1992). From educational research, teaching and
learning theories get transformed into practical classroom
applications and become staff development programs within schools.
Mechanistic or contextualistic perspectives on teaching and
learning, therefore, inform many different staff development
efforts.  If researchers know more about how urban teachers view
literacy learning and teaching in relation to the two perspectives, it
is more likely that communication with teachers would be refined in
the design of programs that meet the instructional needs of urban at
risk children. We will now turn to a comparison of each perspective
within each of four dimensions of literacy teaching and learning.

The mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives will be
discussed in terms of four dimensions: (1) the content dimension;
(2) teacher instructional role; (3) student learner role; and (4)

context of instruction. As stated earlier, these four dimensions are
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distiled from four sources (Schwab, 1978; Anderson, 1989; Hewson
& Hewson, 1989). There are several reasons why it is important to
use the four dimensions of teaching and learning to understand
teacher beliefs about literacy instruction in an urban school. First,
several people have argued that instructional practices do not make
sense unless they are understood as a response and interaction with
the context in which they occur (Cuban, 1988; Moll, 1991). To
isolate instructional practices and content from the larger
neighborhood, school and community in which they are nested, is to
ignore any effects that the context can have on instruction. Second,
the definition of literacy teaching and learning used in the study
includes the influence of many aspects of classroom experience.
Therefore, it is important to compare and contrast teacher views of
literacy teaching and learning perspectives using broader, more
inclusive dimensions.
(1) Content: academi ls and instructional method

For the purposes of the study, the content dimension of
instruction includes two aspects: the academic goals and
instructional methods associated with the content.  This dimension
describes what kinds of things students should know when they walk
out the door of the classroom (goals) and what are the best ways to
impart that knowledge (methods). Examples of classroom literacy
goals would be knowiledge of the purposes of reading and writing,
knowledge of skills, strategies and phonics. Examples of classroom
methods are daily oral language activities, journal writing, drill and
practice of phonemes. Goals and methods are interrelated and
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interdependent and are considered together when contrasting the
mechanistic perspective with the contextualistic perspective.

In reference to the goals of literacy instruction, mechanistic
and contextualistic perspectives share some similarities and some
differences. From the mechanistic perspective, learning is the
accumulation of discrete, decontextualized skills. Decontextualized
means that the skills are taught separate from engaging with
extended text. Skills are not taught when students are engaged in
reading texts which are longer and may have personal meaning for
them. A more mechanistic-type goal of literacy learning is the
accumulation of discrete units of language. The units of language
are letters, letter/sound relationships, word and word meanings.
For the mechanistic models, however, to promote transfer, students
need to learn, even "overiearn”, small, discrete pieces of
information.  Transfer of knowledge is best accomplished through
well-timed practice and repetition of information (Gove, 1983;
Gerston, Carnine & Woodward, 1987; Brophy, 1988).

The content dimension of literacy teaching and learning also
includes the instructional methods used to accomplish the academic
goals (Anderson, 1989). From the mechanistic perspective, the
teacher more than likely will use the basal reader. Drill and
practice on discrete isolated skills predominates. Classroom
instruction is dominated by clear, unambiguous presentations, a
predominance of lower order questions, structuring of content and
specificity of feedback through guided and independent practice
(Brophy, 1988). The mechanistic perspective on the literacy

learning in particular promotes instruction in phonics, decoding
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skills, vocabulary learning and skills-based comprehension
strategies (Chall, 1967; Gove, 1983 ). This perspective views
learning as a "bottom-up” process where over time the accumulation
of small, well-practiced pieces adds up to improved comprehension
and literacy development (Harste & Burke, 1977; Gove, 1983).

The more mechanistic-oriented side focuses on assessing the
product. Learning could be defined as a permanent change in
behavior. It has to be measurable, observable and permanent.
Although the methods and processes by which students learn the
skills are important, they are not nearly as important as assessment
of the product. The processes that children employ to accomplish
the goals are not as important as what children learn. Activating
background knowledge facilitates learning but is not essential.
After all, literacy is achieved from the learning of discrete, isolated
skills which are applied to content. Lack of background knowiedge
does not necessarily play a key role in learning. To become better
comprehenders, children need to learn the subskills associated with
reading fluency and apply these to worksheets first and then to
whole stories (Gove, 1983). Learning of discrete, isolated skills
also helps students be more immediately successful in learning.

From the contextualistic perspective, literacy goals include
learning not only the content but also the processes involved in
learning (Anderson, 1989). The goal of literacy instruction is for
students to learn to handle a variety of problems with a repertoire
of internalized learning strategies. @ The processes of learning, the
interactions with peers and the teacher foster internalization of

knowledge. Conceptual knowledge is built up, challenged and



47

sustained through "shared understandings” (Edwards & Mercer, 1989).
These shared understandings are created in a classroom context of
books, objects, experiences, discussions, manipulatives, and/or
experiments so that the student develops “richly contextualized

- knowledge" (Englert & Palincsar, 1991).

From the contextualistic perspective, the student needs to
learn complex thinking processes in the context of authentic, whole
tasks. The units of language emphasized are sentences, paragraphs,
whole stories, books, chapters, songs, poems, etc. Transfer from
the more contextualistic perspective may be best accomplished
through practice with the whole task of reading a story. Transfer
only occurs when students have this broad experiential base to
relate and integrate the old ideas with the new (Gove, 1983).

From the contextualistic perspective, sometimes we cannot
only assess the outcomes of learning through observation of
behavior, we also need to look and assess the processes involved.
Learning is not the mere accumulation of facts which are repeated
back to the teacher as the products of learning. Real literacy
teaching involves attention to the processes of learning. Students
are learning when they construct knowledge while in a problem-
solving situation. It is only in the application of information that
all the nuances of literacy learning have an opportunity to develop.
Reading and writing are intertwined and should not be separated as
instructional events (Wong, 1991). It is important to remember
that learning is not just saying the words. It requires a
fundamental reorganization, a construction of information in the

mind. What is important to learn and how best to learn it are
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important differences between the mechanistic and the
contextualistic perspectives.

From the contextualistic perspective, instructional methods
focus on the processes by which one learns the problem-solving
content. Learning results from the shared, knowledge gained from
asking questions, tackling problems, and discussing solutions. The
development of mind is a process promoted through the
internalization of dialogue. The teaching methods which present
opportunities for guided conversation are the key to cognitive
development (Palincsar & Brown, 1986). Thinking becomes an
"internalized version of conversation” (Vygotsky, 1934/1986).
According to contextualistic perspective, the teachers' instructional
methods support the construction of meaning through classroom
processes like debate, questioning, clarifying, rereading,
summarizing, analyzing and/or critiquing. Even though the teacher
may use the prescribed textbook, it does not stand alone. Literacy
learning is enriched by other activities and immersion in text.
Learning is a "top-down" process where dialogue about meanings
among students and between teacher and students promotes
comprehension and literacy (Palincsar & Brown, 1986; Edwards &
Mercer, 1989). For example, students may collaborate in
hetereogeneous groups on long-term projects. Learning becomes an
active process of construction which is influenced by what the child
brings to the task, who the people are in the environment and what
kind of environment it is. Activation of background knowledge is
essential from the contextualistic perspective because new learning

is always shaped by and integrated with old learning. It is not the
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teacher presenting information for the students that is important.
It is the students interacting with each other and with the teacher
that promote construction of cognitive structures which facilitate
comprehension and interpretation and understanding over time.
2)_Teacher instructional rol

The teacher instructional role dimension focuses on how
teachers view their own role in literacy learning and teaching.
There are three aspects to this dimension: the personal qualities
that a good teacher possesses, the kind of interactions that a good
teacher should have with students over content as well as other
aspects of their lives and the obligations that a teacher feels are
important in performing their instructional role. Mechanistic and
contextualistic perspectives view the personal qualities that go into
the teacher role quite similarly. In both perspectives the teacher
plays a central, active and vital role in classroom learning.
Differences in the two perspectives can be found, however, from
where the teachers derive their conceptions of teacher-student
interactions and teachers' response to curricular expectations.
According to both perspectives, the teacher is strong, positive and
in charge of the classroom. All teachers need to have high
expectations for their students.  From the mechanistic perspective,
however, those expectations might be based on the teachers' goals
for the student whereas from the contextualistic perspective, the
teacher would be responding to the expectations derived from
interactions and consultation with the student.

The two perspectives can be contrasted also in the type of

classroom interactions between teacher and student which would be
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used to accomplish the teacher's goals. On one hand, supporters of
the more mechanistic perspective would see the teacher's role as
more directing. It is the teacher's job to be unambiguous about
what he or she expects the students to learn. As Baumann (1986)
notes the teacher is at the real heart of any direct instructional
paradigm, which we are assuming is more mechanistic. In this
perspective, the teachers' role can be described thus:

In direct instruction, the teacher, in a face-to-face,

reasonably formal manner, tells, shows, models, demonstrates,

teaches the skill to be learned. The key word here is

teacher, for it is the teacher who is in command of the

learning situation and leads the lesson, as opposed to having

instruction "directed” by a worksheet, kit, learning center, or

workbook. (p. 287, Baumann, 1983)

Supporters of the contextualistic perspective, on the other
hand, would view the interactional aspect of the teacher's
instructional role differently.  The teacher becomes a negotiator of
meanings and a mediator of content. The students and teachers
share responsibility for learning. "Teachers and students are
viewed as active meaning-makers who continually give contextually
based meanings to each others' words and actions as they interact”
(p. 88, Cobb, 1988). Students participate with teachers, deciding
what is important to learn as well as what is the best way to learn.
"Classroom routines engender shared understandings about meaning,
forms and uses of literacy” (Rogoff, 1991). Teacher and students
share control over events in the classroom. Authority does not

rest with the teacher alone. From this perspective students are



51

encouraged to voice their opinions and try out their ideas.
Therefore, teachers are likely to get more feedback about the
differential impact that the instruction is having on the students .

Consonant with contextualistic perspective, Vygotsky
(1934/1986) wrote that the forms of cooperation between adult and
child were the central element of the education process. It is those
forms of cooperation like how students and teachers interact with
one another that determine how much learning takes place and what
kind of learning takes place. His concept of the zone of proximal
development refers to the importance of these forms of cooperation.
He stressed how one gets a qualitatively different perspective of
childrens’ abilities by contrasting what they do when working alone
to what they do when working in collaboration with others. To be
effective, instruction must lead students. Similarly, Moll and Diaz
(1987) see the more contextualistic-based instruction as aimed at
the child's strengths observed in collaboration with others not the
child's weaknesses demonstrated in individual standardized
assessments. The teacher with a contextualistic perspective
values the interactions in the classroom to actually form those
cognitive structures which would not be learned without the
interaction with others (Vygotsky, 1934/1986).

The two perspectives also differ in reference to the third
aspect of this dimension in how teachers respond to external
curricular expectations. External here means those expectations
that are imposed by the principal or the district, such as using a
standardized test as a gauge of instruction. These external
expectations appear in the form of curricular guidelines on scope
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and sequence charts, in lesson plans that are monitored by the
principal, and in the continued practice of yearly standardized tests.
Internal (to the classroom) expectations would be those
expectations that arise out of the day-to-day interactions with
children in the classroom. These internal expectations are derived
from interviewing and observing children in the classroom, working
every day with the children, doing dynamic-type assessments, and
writing and administering teacher-made tests.

Supporters of a more mechanistic perspective measure
progress and growth by a set of externally-constructed and
externally-controlled standards (Heshusius, 1991, 1992). The
selection of what is included and excluded from the lesson plans and
classroom instruction is determined by external indices of
appropriate developmental and grade level expectations. The
sequenced lesson plan is vitally important because a teacher can
compare his or her progress with the externally-constructed
guidelines. In order to gauge progress of his or her students,
teachers use standardized tests such as the California Achievement
Test. Teachers are concerned that their students attain grade level
expectations.

Supporters of a more contextualistic perspective, on the other
hand, measure progress and growth by a set of internally
constructed and internally determined standards (Heshusius, 1991,
1992). The internal expectations in different classrooms at same
grade level might vary from classroom to classroom. Teacher
lesson plans would be created in response to needs of these

particular students. Problems that are studied by the students are
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selected and evaluated on the basis of classroom goals and
expectations (Englert & Palincsar, 1991). Evidence for what the
students need would be gathered from various sources-
observations, intérviews of students, dynamic assessment, teacher-
made tests, and portfolios.

(3) Student learner role.

The student learner role is defined as those student behaviors,
attitudes and orientations that the teacher believes the student
needs to be a successful learner. There are three aspects to this
dimension: the personal qualities that a student should have to be a
successful learner, the nature of the cognitive processes that
students should engage in as they become literate and the role that
peers play in student learning.

The mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives differ in the
conceptions of what qualities a student needs to be a successful
learner. From the mechanistic perspective, the personal qualities
that a student needs are to iisten, absorb information and give the
teacher back what he or she has taught (Gerston, Carnine &
Woodward, 1987; Brophy, 1988 ). Student autonomy is not
necessarily an explicit cohcern of those with a mechanistic
perspective. After all, students are dependent on teacher feedback
for evidence of learning. Students are seen as motivated by
external rewards, extrinsic motivators like stars, treats and grades.
From the contextualistic perspective, the personal qualities that a
student needs to learn are to listen and reconstruct meanings given
his or her background knowledge and then apply that knowledge
(Richardson, Anders, Tidwell & Lioyd, 1991). Student autonomy and
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independence are explicit concerns of those with a contextualistic
perspective.  After all, students need to become self-reliant and
develop their own standards of success and failure. Students are
seen as motivated by a challenging environment which builds
intrinsic motivation to do complex tasks.

Mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives also differ in
what kind of cognitive processes are important for the learner
engage in. Cognitive process are the thinking and observable
activities that a teacher might use to accomplish his or her goals.
On the mechanistic side, students need to engage in recitation,
copying, memorizing, drill and practice of small, discrete and
undisputed information (Brophy, 1988). Learning is segmented into
parts through task analysis. Meaning is in the text, not in the
person-text interaction (Richardson, Anders, Tidwell & Lioyd, 1991).
Textual meanings are stable and generally definitive. Background
knowledge is important because it facilitates comprehension of a
given text. However, comprehension can still occur without
activation of background knowledge because it facilitates but does
not have an overall affect on what students learn.

On the contextualistic side of the cognitive processes aspect,
students converse, exchange ideas, debate, discuss, create, and
grapple with large, sometime unwieldy problems. Learning is
considered to be a holistic experience, difficuit to segment into
parts (Shuy, 1981). Meaning is in the person-text interaction.
Textual meanings are unstable and subject to interpretation.
Background knowledge is central because it interacts with the text

to construct new, individualized meanings. Background knowledge



55

not only facilitates comprehension; it also interacts and reshapes
with what is and can be learned (Richardson, Anders, Tidwell &
Lloyd, 1991). From the contextualistic perspective, the cognitive
processes that are important require the student to actively
contribute to her or his own learning through dialogue, problem-
solving and decision-making. It is essential for cognitive
development that the child converse with others over meaningful
content (Wood, 1988; Rogoff, 1990). It is not enough to respond to
teacher-directed questions, the student learns through a variety of
processes. The ability to guide one's own learning, to recognize
when one goes astray and monitor learning methods become the
outcomes of instruction. Students are active constructors of their
own meanings. In fact, real learning only occurs when students are
actively involved in the assimilating, evaluating and creating
meaning for themselves out of what they learn.

Another difference between the mechanistic and the
contextualistic perspectives Iies in the third aspect of the student
learner dimension: the interactive aspect. The interactive aspect is
defined as the role that peers can play in student learning. Both
perspectives tend to value peer-to-peer learning because it can help
students learn to get along with one another. The two perspectives
differ in the type of acceptable‘ peer learning and the outcomes
possible with peer learning. From a mechanistic perspective peer
tutoring is acceptable because one, more informed student works
with another less informed student. The purpose of their

interaction would be to teach the content presented by the teacher.
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Other interactive forms might be acceptable as long as the groups
were formed to learn content presented by the teacher.

From a contextualistic perspective, on the other hand, there
might be a variety of interactive forms- peer tutoring, cooperative
groups, editing groups and collaborative groups whose purposes
might be to manipulate, integrate, create, grapple or even reshape
ideas and information. These more contextualistically-based peer
learning methods accomplish a different set of goals than the more
mechanistic set of methods. The teachers' attention is not only on
the product of learning but the processes involved in learning that
content among peers. From the contextualistic perspective,
learning how to learn from others while learning is just as
important as learning what to learn.

4) Social text of instruction: The ci | 1
. .

The context dimension includes two aspects of teachers' views
about the context of instructidn. Teachers do not teach in a vacuum.
Every day teachers enter a certain school and .cope with and pay
attention to the special aspects of the context which can impact
their instruction. Since our definition of literacy is broad, it is
assumed that students’ literacy learning will be affected by the
classroom and neighborhood context in which literacy learning is
embedded (Moll, 1991). In turn, teachers' views of how to include or
exclude important factors in the context could impact students’
literacy learning.  Thus, context is the fourth dimension of literacy
teaching and learning that is included in the study.
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The context dimension includes two aspects of teachers' views
about the context of instruction: the classroom social context and
the neighborhood context. The aspect of the classroom social
context refers to the extent to which the teacher talks about social
goals in relation to other classroom goals. For the study, the social
context is defined as social and behavioral environment of the
classroom and the influences of the neighborhood on instruction.
The classroom social context includes the interactions and patterns
that teachers and students share in that particular classroom in that
particular school. The second aspect of context, the neighborhood
context, refers to the extent to which and the manner in which the
teachers consider the parents, the economics of the neighborhood
and student's cultural knowledge in her or his talk about teaching
students to be literate.

From a mechanistic perspective on the classroom social
context, the teacher would be concerned with prediction and control
over learning outcomes (Altman & Rogoff, 1987; Brophy, 1988;
Poplin, 1988a, 1988b). Learning is most efficient under tightly
controlled social and academic conditions. Thus, the classroom
social context would be organized to insure that academic tasks get
done in a timely and efficient manner. Social and affective goals
from the mechanistic perspective might exist for the teacher but
these goals would probably be unrelated to their influence on
academic outcomes.

From a contextualistic perspective, the classroom social
context is vitally important to the accomplishment of both academic
and social goals. The teacher would be concerned with the quality
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of the interactions in the classroom social context (Poplin, 1988a,
1988b). Prediction and teacher control of events and outcomes are
not as important as the development of supportive social context. A
supportive classroom social context helps students become self-
regulated learners who act autonomously and independently.
Learning from the contextualistic perspective is the result of
mutual engagement between the learner and the people in the
classroom context (Piaget, 1978). The classroom social context
from the contextualistic perspective becomes much more important
in contributing to student literacy learning. @ What a teacher says
and does is important and contributes to student literacy learning.
The contextualistic perspective is consonant with the viewpoint
that the people in the classroom environment make mutual
transactions when learning (Vygotsky, 1934/1986; Altman & Rogoff,
1987). | This follows the Vygotskian notion of inner speech. The
social context can actually affect and transform the nature of mind
(Vygotsky, 1934/1986). Social goals can be integrated with,
reciprocal to and intimately connected to academic goals (Poplin,
1988a, 1988b; Heshusius, 1991).

The second aspect of context, the neighborhood context refers
to the extent to which and the manner in which the teachers
consider the parents, the economics of the neighborhood and
student's cultural knowledge in her or his talk about other goals.
Classroom instruction involves students who bring their experiences
and knowledge from their neighborhood and from their culture to
school with them (Cusick, 1992). From the mechanistic

perspective, teachers might or might not consider the parents, the
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economics and students' cultural knowledge. A proponent of a
totally mechanistic perspective would endorse parental involvement
only as it furthers and supports teacher-determined outcomes.
Parents would be trained to help teachers accomplish their goals.
Parents need to be informed of school expectations. Literacy
learning is only important as it prepares students to succeed in the
regular society. Students need to correct the neighborhood literacy
they bring to school to succeed in the larger society.

From the contextualistic perspective, teachers need to
consider and adjust their literacy teaching and learning in reference
to the parents, the economics and students' cultural knowiedge
(Moll, 1991). A proponent of a totally contextualistic perspective
would endorse parental involvement to encourage them to help their
children become literate. However, the school and the teacher need
to form a partnership with the parents to listen to them. Teachers
need to determine the parental and community expectations for
literacy learning. Literacy learning is important as it is personally
and culturally relevant to the child (Poplin, 1988a, 1988b).

Students need to be aware of standard English and know how to
bridge from the language they know to standard English. However,
the literate knowledge they bring to school is valued by the school
and incorporated into the lessons of the school.

The proponents of the mechanistic perspective have argued
that the skills-based instruction maximizes learning, maintains
student attention and provides success experiences, especially for
those who so badly need the security of success (Brophy, 1988).
The teacher-determined content of the lesson becomes the focal
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point of classroom interactions. The goal is to use the best
methods available to get the student to learn the content of the
lesson, to achieve the objectives of the lesson. The low achieving
student can become literate through skill-based activities like
phonics, vocabulary development, drill and practice. = This controlled
and predictable classroom social setting meets the special needs of
low achieving students. Students can be grouped within the
classroom according to their needs at a particular time. The best
instruction, however, is whole class instruction (Good & Grouws,
1977; Rosenshine, 1983). The mechanistic-based models
supporters conclude that by carefully guiding the students' learning
over small plots of information and providing timely feedback on
learning activities, skills-based models work (Brophy, 1988).
Students learn the content of the lesson.

Contextualists, on the other hand, question the impact of the
narrowly defined social context for learning that mechanistic
perspective promotes. From the contextualistic perspective, the
interactions between and among students and teachers determines
the content of the lesson (Vygotsky, 1934/1986). The content and
the lesson itself emerges out of a mediation and negotiation process
between student and teacher. Learning occurs through the
interactions among the participants. Dialogue, discussion and
interactions are vital for learning (Englert & Palincsar, 1991).
Supporters of more contextualistic methods question the learning
goals and the long term effectiveness of mechanistic-based models,
especially for low achieving students (Arter & Jenkins, 1979; Heap,
1985; Palincsar & Brown, 1986; Cuban, 1988; Moll, 1991). Low
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achieving, at risk students need to know the often subtle and
complex processes underlying effective learning not the isolated,
easily forgotten fact or the out of context skil. These underlying
processes can only be learned through social interaction, through
attention to the quality of interactions in the classroom. Low
achievihg students should be grouped with higher achieving students
to facilitate dialogue, discussion and collaborative problem solving.
The more contextualistically-based methods help the low achieving
student build a solid foundation of learning strategies and
conceptual knowledge through collaboration with others.  Students
learn from one another. This solid foundation is the key to improved
‘comprehension and the development of literacy. Appendix A
summarizes each of these perspectives across the four dimensions.
Summary of two perspectives.

Mechanistic-based models of instruction like direct
instruction have been the dominant model in classrooms for many
years (Durkin, 1978-79). The key assumption of the mechanistic-
based models is that children learn best when the teacher directs
the learning of well-practiced pieces of information through
classroom recitation (Rosenshine, 1983; Brophy, 1988). Supporters
of mechanistic-type methods argue that they are the most
efficient way to teach.

Mechanistic, skills-based literacy instruction models like
direct instruction have come under criticism for reflecting a
reductionist view of teaching and learning.  Teaching is criticized
as more conducive to a well-managed but uninteresting and

unchallenging classroom rather than a literate, intellectual
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community (Cuban, 1988; Poplin, 1988a, 1988b; Moll, 1991). To the
critics, this type of instruction leads to the imposition of
information rather than the construction of meaningful information
(Cobb, 1988). In addition, others have criticized the mechanistic
model for merely helping students exercise already developed skills,
such as finding the main idea, rather than helping students attain
analytical skills associated with higher-order thinking (Arter &
Jenkins, 1979; Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987, Scardamalia &
Bereiter, 1989).

Others argue that the contextualistic perspective remedies
some of the problems associated with mechanistic perspective
(Gavelek & Palincsar, 1988; Heshusius, 1991, 1992; Marshall, 1992).
The key assumption of the contextualistic model of teaching and
learning is that children learn best when teacher and student
construct knowiedge together through dialogue over meaningful
content (Vygotsky, 1934/ 1986; Cobb, 1988). The teachers' role is
to plan instruction so that sfudents have the opportunity to develop
broad conceptual understandings. Students learn from each other as
well as the teacher. Ideally, learning becomes a social construction
of negotiated meanings (Brufee, 1987). Critics of contextualistic
methods argue that methods based on the contextualistic
perspective limit the successful learning of at risk child and can
lead to insecurities because the student does not know what is
expected of her or him (Brophy & Good, 1986). The methods
informed by the mechanistic perspective, on the other hand, allows
all students to learn some things very well. The skills-based,

mechanistic perspective provides the foundation for higher-order
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problem solving (Brophy, 1988). Both mechanistic and
contextualistic perspectives describe different ways of helping
students become literate. @ For the mechanistic perspective, the
teacher has a greater control over the knowledge learned as well as
the methods by which it is learned. The learning outcomes tend to
be simple processes and skills that can be easily measured.
Students learn that which can be easily measured and observed. As
the argument goes, supporters of the mechanistic perspective would
assume that students need to learn exactly what the curriculum
states. There is no room for student choice over what should be
learned.

For the contextualistic perspective, the teacher has less
control over exactly what students learn. The teacher may mediate
and negotiate what students learn with students themselves. The
teacher and students together are engaged in constructing
meaningful and authentic dialogue about topics of concern to the
students. Students are involved in more cognitively complex
problem-solving activities.

Many instructional programs offered to teachers would have
components that would be consonant with only one or the other of
these perspectives. Staff developers who seek to change teachers'’
practice must attend to teachers' beliefs and knowledge that
underlie that practice. In the next section, results on teachers
beliefs about teaching and literacy instruction are reviewed. In the
conclusion to the literature review, this literature is related to

staff development efforts that are based on the two perspectives.
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The teacher organizes, plans and directs classroom activities.
Even though the teacher may feel constrained by the district
curriculum, how the curriculum is enacted, which parts of the
curriculum are stressed and where the class deviates from the
curriculum is largely determined by the teacher. Behind classroom
events are teacher decisions based on what teachers believe and
know about teaching and learning. While the relationship between
teacher beliefs/lknowledge and teacher practice is not exact,
insight into teachers’' thinking illuminates some of the issues and
concerns that teachers have when instructing. In this study, we are
concerned especially with the beliefs and knowledge that shape
literacy instructional practices in urban settings.

Some would say, "Isn't it more important to study what
teachers do in classrooms than what teachers believe and know?
After all, what affects student learning is what teachers do, not
what they believe?” There are several reasons to study what
teachers believe and know about literacy teaching and learning, each
of which is discussed in this section of the literature review.  First
of all, teacher beliefs and knowledge contribute to practice which in
turn affects student learning. Second, suggested changes and
innovations in classroom practices are mediated by teacher beliefs.
Any improvements of practice are built upon the foundation of
current teacher beliefs and knowledge.

This study rose out of an enduring problem, the literacy
underachievement of many, urban at risk children. It is assumed

that more knowledge of all factors including teacher beliefs and
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knowledge might improve the education of the at risk child. And
that is the ultimate goal of the study- to gather some information
about what urban teachers believe and know which could then be
used to impact current urban literacy instruction. Armed with the
knowledge about urban teacher beliefs and knowledge, staff
developers' and teacher educators' can converse and communicate

better with those same teachers building rapport which increases

respect and understanding among the teachers.

The relationship between what teachers believe and know and
what teachers do in classrooms is not exact. However, research on
teacher thinking has established that teacher practices are
substantially influenced by what teaéhers think and their thinking is
grounded in their assumptions and beliefs (Clark & Peterson, 1986;
Clark & Yinger, 1987; Richardson, Anders, Tidwell & Lloyd, 1991;
Driscoll, 1992). Teacher beliefs have also been related directly to
what students learn (Kagan, 1990; Purcell-Gates & Dahl, 1991).

For example, in a year-long interview-observational study,
Bussis, Chittenden & Amarel (1976) interviewed and observed 60
teachers regarding the use of children as resources for instruction.
Teachers' beliefs ranged from those who viewed children as primary
resources for instruction to teachers who reported that children
have deficits that teachers needed to remediate and, therefore, were
not resources for instruction. The variability in teacher's theories
about children's knowledge played itself out in teachers'
instructional practices. Teachers who regarded children as sources

of knowledge engaged in more inquiry teaching and dialogue with
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their classes. Teachers who regarded their children as lacking
knowledge and needing to be remediated engaged in more direct
instruction in skills and strategies. @ The teachers' classroom
practices were a mirror of their beliefs about children's knowledge
contribution to the ongoing flow of classroom activities.

Teacher's beliefs and knowledge about teacher control show up
in teacher practices and are related to student attitudes. In the
Socialization Outcomes project from classroom observations
(Anderson, Stevens, Prawat & Nickerson, 1988), researchers found
that those teachers who believed more in student autonomy also
seemed to create a social context which fostered self-regulation
and positive independence whereas those who believed more in
teacher control created a more dependent and controlling
atmosphere. There was a correlational relationship between
teacher beliefs about the need for the teacher to control events in
the classroom and student perceptions of control over their own
learning (Stevens & Anderson, 1987).

The relationship between affective outcomes and teacher
beliefs about control demonstrates the many different ways that
teacher beliefs impact classroom practices. Deci, Schwartz,
Sheinman & Ryan (1981) found a relationship between teacher
control and student intrinsic motivation. = When teachers were
focused on increasing student autonomy in the classroom, their
students developed more intrinsic motivation toward learning.
Some have suggested that classrooms need to foster a central

affective goal of internalization and integration of values which
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support learning that can lead to cognitive outcomes (Ryan, Connell
& Deci, 1985).

Previous work has shown that teacher beliefs and knowledge
about a specific subject matter are associated with teacher
practices in that specific subject matter. Research on the
relationship between teacher beliefs and knowledge and teacher
practices in mathematics (Peterson, Fennema, Carpenter, & Loef ,
1989), in science (Neale & Smith, 1989; Smith & Neale, 1989) and
in reading (Harste & Burke, 1977; Gove, 1983; Johnson & Duffy,

1986; Johnson, 1988) has indicated that teacher's preconceived
notions of subject matter influence teacher practice.

Research shows that teachers hold implicit theories about how
students should learn to read and often behave in ways which
validate these beliefs (Harste & Burke, 1977; Gove, 1983). Teachers
who support a more mechanistic perspective of reading instruction,
focusing on phonics and vocabulary, tend to also behave in ways that
reinforce that students need to decode before they can comprehend.
Through classroom observations, Deford (1985) in her validation of
the instrument Theoretical Orientation toward Reading (TORP) found
that teachers who scored higher on the phonics-based orientation
toward reading on the TORP actually had more phonics activities in
their classes and, similarly, teachers who scored higher on the
holistic end of the TORP had more activities related to reading books
and writing.

Literacy learning in particular may be susceptible to teacher
beliefs and knowledge, precisely because literacy is a social

phenomena and social tool. It is developed within social settings.
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Teacher beliefs inform the decisions they make which, in turn,
affect that social setting. Dahl (1989) found that what children
experience in classrooms becomes how the children view literacy.
We know that the conception of literacy that children hold affects
childrens' reading success (Purcell-Gates & Dahl, 1991).  Children
who view learning to read as the problem of making sense out text
are more successful readers and writers in school. Conversely,
children who view learning to read as the sounding out of words,
who view learning to write as spelling correctly, capitalizing and
making complete sentences are not as successful readers and
writers in school (Smith, 1977; Dyson, 1982; Dahl, 1989; May, 1991).
Teacher beliefs and knowledge about literacy teaching and learning
then may ultimately affect the classroom literacy practices which,
in turn, affect how children become literate.

Studies of teacher beliefs and knowledge in urban settings
with at risk children are few. ¥ Why might urban teachers' beliefs
about instruction be diﬂ‘ereni from teacher beliefs in other
settings? For one thing, there is a concentration of children in
urban settings who are at risk for school failure. The specialness
of the population and the challenges of the setting may impact how
teachers think about helping the children become literate
participants in the society. Previous research on teacher beliefs
and knowledge did not address the issues of the impact of the
setting and the children on teachers' thinking and practice. The
assumption seems to be that the social context of instruction is
neutral or at least less important than direct questions about

instruction, learners and teachers' roles.
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Throughout this literature review, issues of changing

instructional practice in urban schools have been addressed. In this
section, several studies are reviewed in which changing
instructional practice was the focus.  Researchers asked teachers
to implement a new teaching method or strategy or try out a new
textbook. At the same time that the researchers observed the
effect of the innovation on classroom practice and/or on student
learning, they also measured teacher beliefs and knowledge about
the innovation and teaching in general. These studies provide some
insights into how teacher beliefs and knowledge mediate
recommended innovations. In addition, some of the studies make
the next step and measure how teacher beliefs get into practice and
how that practice affects student learning.

Teacher willingness and receptivity to adopting and sustaining
the use of a new thinking skills curriculum seem to be influenced by
teacher's preconceived notions of student learning as well as the
exigencies in the context. Four classroom teachers in an urban
elementary school with an at risk student population participated in
an ongoing staff development program over two months. The
purpose of the staff development program was to provide support for
the teachers as they implemented a thinking skills curriculum using
cooperative groups. Observations in the four teachers classrooms
indicated that, by the end of two months, all the teachers had made

some changes in their classroom teaching to accommodate the new
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curriculum and cooperative learning groups. However, one year
later only one teacher had continued the changes. From the
beginning of the project this teacher believed that cooperative
learning strategies were an answer to other social problems she had
in that context. The other three teachers did not continue with the
curriculum and there were no vestiges of cooperative learning one
year later. The booklets had been lost. It was just too much work
and too noisy to rearrange the desks. From the beginning of the
project these three teachers had not found a way to integrate and to
transform their thinking to support the new methods. The new
methods did not address any current problems that they had. In
essence, the three teachers had layered the new practices onto their
current methods and did not integrate them into their instructional
repertoire. The one teacher who originally saw the new practices
as a way to solve a current problem continued the practices one year
later (Stevens, 1991). Although this study includes a small sample
of teachers, it suggests that teacher beliefs about the context
mediated continued use of new practices.

Teacher response to reciprocal teaching strategies was
influenced by teachers' view of what students needed to know to be
successful learners (Palincsar, Stevens & Gavelek, 1989). Primary
| level teachers participated in staff development activities designed
to teach them how to use reciprocal teaching strategies with their
students. The teachers were involved in listening comprehension
activities. There have been many studies where reciprocal teaching
has been shown to have a positive effect on student learning. Yet,
in this staff development work the student learning gains were not
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as encouraging. In a follow-up interview of the teachers, it was
found that the teachers' implementation seemed to be limited
because the beliefs that they teachers held were in contrast with
the beliefs presented in the staff development activities. The
teachers held mechanistic notions of how one learns to read and
write. These were in direct contrast with the staff development
efforts which focused on a more contextualistic, social
constructivist model of student learning as represented in the staff
development work through reciprocal teaching methods.

In a year long study of teacher implementation of mathematics
initiative in California, Cohen and Ball (1990) found that the
classroom practices were mediated by teacher beliefs about the
nature of mathematics. The move to a practice which stressed
"understanding, explanation, cooperative work and extended
discourse with students was apprehended through the lens of older
policies that stressed learning skills and facts, didactic teaching,
individual work and highly focused recitation® (p. 252, Cohen & Ball,
1990). The result in classrooms was a curious blend of direct
instruction and teaching for understanding (Ball, 1990).

Olson's (1981) analysis of teacher redefinition of a curricular
reform in science illustrates once again how teachers redefine new
ideas to meet the daily needs of practice. @ The teachers transformed
the new science material into the more comfortable and familiar
traditional form. Because of the propensity of teachers to
transform curricula, this study raises questions about “the

effectiveness, as instruments of change, of centralized curriculum
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projects remote from the practical problems of schools" (p. 259,
Olson, 1981).

Another study of mathematics teacher knowledge also
indicates the role that teacher beliefs played in their
implementation of newer mathematics practices, defined as
Cognitively Guided Instruction (Peterson, Carpenter, Fennema & Loef,
1989). Researchers divided teachers into those who held a more or
less cognitively oriented view of mathematics learning. @ Those who
held the more cognitively oriented view handled new mathematics
instructional ideas more easily and their students seemed to
benefit. Those who heid the less cognitively oriented position
reinterpreted the changes in light of their more skills-based views.
Teacher beliefs again mediated the new instructional practices
presented in the research projects to the teachers.

In a study of the beliefs and knowledge of the treatment group
teachers regarding writing instruction, Anderson, Englert, Raphael
and Stevens (1991) found that, even among the treatment group
teachers, there were differences in the effects of their treatment.
There were effects on student learning for all the treatment
teachers. Indeed, treatment students outperformed control group
students. However, on some measures, there were differences in
student performance within the classrooms of the treatment group
itself.  For the writing measures that were directly taught, the
treatment students’ performance did not differ by classroom.
However, for those writing measures which were considered to be
transfer measures, the teachers whose practice was more

consistent with the constructivist-based treatment, had significant
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effects on the transfer measures. The link between teacher beliefs
was established through the interviews of the teachers. Those who
espoused a more constructivist viewpoint at the beginning of the
intervention implemented the program more consistently and had a
wider range of effects on student learning.

Understanding how teachers mediate recommended innovations
may be compounded when teachers are dealing with an at risk
population. The teachers themselves may be adjusting their
instruction to this challenging situation. Even district supported
reforms can be interpreted and adjusted according to interpretations
of the needs within the urban social context. Wilcox (1989) made a
year-long study of a staff developer who was attempting to reform
mathematics instruction in a large, urban school district. @ The
mathematics reforms were more progressive than current practices.
The reforms encompassed suggestions that teachers use
manipulatives and focus their teaching on conceptual frameworks.
This model was more constructivist and contextualist than current
district models of mathematics instruction. The staff developer
reinterpreted the mathematics reform frameworks into a more
mechanistic model. The staff developer noted that these ideas had
to be adapted across the district. She feit that in this urban
district, it was necessary to simplify the reform efforts because of
the large population of schools she was dealing with. In addition,
she knew that the school population was mobile with as many as
one-third of the population in one school moving elsewhere within
the district within one year. It was important for there to be

articulation of curriculum across the schools. That meant that
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teachers needed to be teaching the same topics across the district
at the same time. Attempts to reform mathematics instruction to a
more progressive model ran into a staff developer who believed that
coverage of the topics was more important than flexibility and
adaptability that is implied in a thinking skills curriculum. These
reform attempts were stifled by the staff developers interpretation
of the needs of the at risk urban population.

Staff development programs which suggest changes in practice
which are more compatible with what the teacher aiready knows are
implemented more easily. Those changes in practice which seem
foreign to the teacher are reinterpreted in the teachers' existing
framework and, even though they may look like new practices, they
are not and as time passes, teachers tend to revert to the old ways.
Therefore, any attempts to change classroom practices should be
informed by what teachers already know and how they perceive the
children and the community in which they are teaching.

Summary of teacher beliefs and knowledge research,

In sum, understanding teacher beliefs and knowledge is
important because what teachers do in classrooms is mediated by
what teachers believe. If we can know a teacher's reasons,
rationales, beliefs and knowledge, staff developers are more likely
to communicate with teachers and to tailor the messages of their
programs more precisely to teacher interests, motivations and
needs.

Schools are expected to help students become literate
participants in the larger society. At the very least schools should

teach students how to read and write well enough to basically
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communicate with others. At the very most schools should teach
students how to read and write well enough to be successful
participants and contributors to the larger society. @ With increasing
poverty and associated crime and violence, urban schools, in
particular, face greater and greater challenges in meeting these
societal expectations. It seems obvious that one solution to the
continuing problem of urban children's underachievement is to
improve classroom instruction (Garcia & Pearson, 1991; Knapp &
Needels, 1991; Moll, 1991). Some suggestions for change in
classroom instruction for at risk children would include a
challenging and stimulating curriculum, taught at a faster pace to
maintain interest and motivation. The person who teaches this new
curriculum, obviously, is the classroom teacher. Anything new that
happens in classrooms education is mediated every day by the
classroom teacher. The classroom teacher is central to any change
efforts (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978). Thus, if we expect change in
the instruction of at risk children, we need to understand and work
with the teachers themselves and find out how they are interpreting
the task of educating the at risk child.

What teachers think about teaching children to read and write
in the urban school may illuminate some of the issues that are
central in changing urban classroom instruction. @ Wisdom dictates
that assessment of what is precedes an analysis of what is possible
to change. Comparing what teachers believe and know with
mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives will help us hammer
out sensible and sensitive classroom restructuring efforts.
Including the social and neighborhood context of the urban school in
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a study of teacher beliefs and knowledge about literacy instruction
gives us a chance to account for the influence and the role that the
unique urban setting can play in creating a foundation for teacher
beliefs. Knowing how teachers view what happens in their
classrooms in relation to the urban setting will help us

communicate better with urban teachers.



CHAPTER 3
Research Methodology

This chapter describes the research methods used in the study.
Data were gathered from seventeen teachers in one urban elementary
school on their beliefs and knowledge about literacy teaching and
learning. Teachers' beliefs and knowledge were examined using four
dimensions of literacy teaching and learning: 1.) content, 2.) teacher
instructional role, 3.) student learner role, and 4.) context (derived
from Schwab, 1978; Anderson, 1989; Hewson & Hewson, 1989). Three
sets of instruments were used to investigate teachers' beliefs and
knowledge. One set of instruments was subject to quantitative
analysis, whereas the other two sets of instruments were subject to
qualitative analysis. The results of the data analysis provided a
description and explanation of teachers' views regarding literacy
teaching and learning across the four dimensions. In addition,
teacher views were compared to tWo perspectives on teaching and
learning: mechanistic and contextualistic (Heshusius, 1991, 1992).

Teacher beliefs and knowledge about literacy teaching and
learning were examined using three different instruments. One set
of data sources was (1) a survey of teacher's theoretical orientation
toward reading (adapted from Deford, 1985), and (2) a survey of
teacher's responses concerning student autonomy (Deci, Schwartz,
Sheinman & Ryan, 1981). These measures provided quantitative
data on content, teacher instructional role and student learner role,
that is, three of four literacy dimensions. The two measures did
not provide data on context, the fourth dimension. On the other
hand, the other set of data sources were teacher interviews- a

17
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series of structured, open-ended individual interview questions with
probes designed to extend and elaborate responses. The interviews
provided qualitative data on all four dimensions of teacher beliefs
and knowledge about literacy instruction.

There are two reasons for examining teacher beliefs and
knowledge about literacy teaching and learning using several
measures and four dimensions. First, by using several instruments
and analyzing over four dimensions one can tap teachers' beliefs
about a broader range of practices that the teacher might see as
contributing to literacy teaching and learning.  Resnick (1990)
defines literacy as "a set of cultural practices that people engage in
around texts". Csikszentmihalyi (1990) echoes Resnick's broad
definition of literacy by describing the foundation of literacy thus:
Literacy presupposes the existence of a shared symbol system that
mediates information between the individual's mind and external
events. By extension, one becomes literate when one shares the
symbol system with another and that sharing influences intellectual
expression. Resnick and Csikszentimihalyi underscore the breadth
and depth of experiences which influence literacy learning.

What teachers believe and know about literacy can influence
instructional decisions in a variety of contexts across the school
day. The data for the study were gathered from teachers using
several instruments designed to ask teachers about literacy
teaching and learning in several different ways. It is more likely
we will capture the range of activities that are relevant to a
teachers' conception of literacy instruction if we use a variety of

instruments.
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Second, using several measures increased the trustworthiness
of the findings. Using several data sources to analyze the same
phenomena is called triangulation of data (Kidder & Fine, 1987,
Merriam, 1988; Ely, 1991). When the same phenomena are examined
from two or more data sources, then, there can be more confidence
that the description of the phenomena under investigation is
reliable.  Whether the descriptions are consistent with each other
or incongruent, using several sources allows us to paint a richer,
fuller and more reliable picture of the construct. Both congruencies
and incongruencies can be explored and examined.

In sum, there were two reasons for using several methods to
describe teachers' views of literacy teaching and learning. One
reason is related to the nature of literacy itself. Using several
instruments tapped teachers' conceptions of literacy instruction.
The second reason for using several methods was trustworthiness of
the results. Confidence and trust in the descriptions of literacy
teaching and learning can be increased through triangulation of the
data. Both sets of measures gave us information about what
teachers' believed about the content, the teachers' role and the
students' role in literacy teaching and learning. The structured
interview added additional descriptions of the context of
instruction. Gathering data on these dimensions with several
instruments helped us build a detailed and reliable description of
literacy instruction.

Methods

There were three parts to the study.

Research questions and methods for Parts 1. 2 and 3 of study.
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Part 1. Research question and methods. What are teachers' beliefs
and knowledge about three dimensions of literacy teaching and
learning: content, teacher instructional role and student learner
role? Subjects were 17 volunteer teachers in an urban elementary
school.(Demographics, Appendix B) Instrument used were group
administration of (1) Modified Theoretical Orientation Toward
Reading (M-TORP, derived from Deford, 1985, Appendix B; M-TORP,
sorted by phonics-holistic items, Appendix G). and (2): Group
administration of Student Autonomy-Teacher Control Scale

(Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman & Ryan, 1981; Appendix C).

Part 2. Research Question and Methods.. What are teachers' beliefs
and knowledge across four dimensions of literacy teaching and
learning? How do the teachers' beliefs and knowledge relate to two
perspectives on teaching and learning: mechanistic and
contextualistic?  Subjects were 13 volunteer teachers from the 17
teachers who participated in Part 1 of the study. The researcher
conducted hour-long individual structured interviews with each
volunteer teacher (Appendix D)

Part 3. Research Questions and Methods. What are the similarities
and differences in beliefs and knowledge about literacy instruction
between two teachers whose scores on the modified theoretical
orientation toward reading measure (M-TORP) seem to represent
different orientations- mechanistic and contextualistic? Subjects
were 2 volunteer teachers from the 13 who participated in Part 2.
These two were selected based on their scores from Part 1
instruments and other criteria.  Observe teachers in classrooms to

select literacy practices for discussion in the structured interview.
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Conduct individual structured interview with each focal teacher.
Create a list of questions from the classroom observations for one
section of the final interview. (Appendix E)

Sample.

For Part 1 and 2 of the study, the researcher solicited
volunteers at a staff meeting at an urban elementary school in a large
midwestern city. After an explanation of the participants' rights of
voluntary consent and withdrawal, seventeen full-time, certified
teachers volunteered for the study and signed permission slips
(Appendix F). The teachers were assured that throughout the study
and throughout the reporting of the study pseudonyms would be used
for the school name, location and staff names. Anonymity was
guaranteed.

The school had two to three teachers per grade level from
preschool to sixth grade with a total of twenty-two full-time,
certified elementary teachers. Except for the third grade, the final
sample included at least one teacher at each grade level. In the
school, 71% of the full-time certified classroom teachers were
African-American. Seventy-seven percent of the teachers who
volunteered for the study were African-American. The average
number of years that the 17 teachers in the sample had been at the
school was 14.67 years; the range of experience for this group was 4
to 27 years. The average number of years that the teachers had been
teaching both at the school and at other schools was 18.29 years; the
range of total classroom teaching experience for the volunteer group
was 4 to 30 years. Eight of the seventeen teachers in the sample had
been at Washington Elementary School for over 20 years. The number
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of years of teaching experience overall and the number of years of
teaching experience at Washington were the data used from the
demographic survey. The other data on the survey were not used
because over half the teachers did not finish filling out the form
(Appendix B).

The design of Part 3 of the study required the selection of two
teachers. The selection of the teachers followed Goetz and
LeCompte's (1984) criterion-based sampling or Chein's (1981)
purposive sampling. By selecting two teachers who contrast on the
continuum of theoretical orientation toward reading (derived from
Deford, 1985), the researcher sought to describe in depth "the variety
of elements available in this population® not to generalize to a larger
population (Chein, 1981, p. 440). The reason for the using the sample
of two teachers is that the teachers' scores on the M-TORP seemed to
represent two different theoretical orientations toward literacy
teaching and learning- mechanistic and contextualistic. Mechanistic
and contextualistic perspectives on teaching and learning are two
different points on a continuum of possibilities for classroom
instruction. Two in-depth interviews, one to a teacher who scored
high on mechanistic orientation and the other to a teacher who scored
high on a contextualist orientation, provided a sample from which we
could build two contrasting cases descriptions of urban literacy
instruction.

Selection of the sample was nonrandom during the three parts
of data collection. This presents problems of generalizability of the
results to other urban teachers and schools. Because the researcher

studied only one school, the resuilts from the study will not be
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generalizable to urban teachers or urban schools. The goal was to
document carefully teacher beliefs and knowledge about literacy
instruction at one urban elementary school. However, there is no
reason to believe that this schooi is atypical within the district in
reference to literacy instruction. There is no evidence that this
school would be much different from other urban schools with high
populations of at risk children. There are 167 elementary schools in
the district. The reading sections of the California Achievement Test
places the subject school in the lower third of the district schools.
There are large American cities who have a number of schools with a
majority of at risk students. The findings of this study might help
those seeking to improve literacy instruction understand more about
the contextual constraints and opportunities that teachers face in
urban schools with at risk populations.

Setting.

The site for the study was one urban elementary school, Washington
Elementary (a pseudonym), in a large Midwestern city. Washington
Elementary shared some similarities with other elementary schools
in the district. The school qualified as a Chapter 1 school along
with all of the 167 elementary schools in the district except for
three schools. Being a Chapter 1 school meant that the families of
the vast majority of students at the school qualify as having
incomes at or below the federal poverty line. The school had the
highest number of free lunches in the district's elementary schools.
Two years ago the principal and staff created modified-tracked
classrooms so that teachers would have fewer reading groups. This

meant that one classroom at each grade level had a majority of
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students considered to be middle and high achieving in that grade
level. However, a comparison of the mean classroom scores on the
California Achievement Test at Washington Elementary indicated
that there were only two classrooms where the majority of students
were at or above grade level at the end of the year, kindergarten and
first grade. Following those two years there was a declining trend
of student scores at or above grade level with as low as 15% of the
students at grade level in the fifth grade and 20% in the sixth grade
at the end of the school year, 1990 (Stevens, 1990, September, field
notes).

Out of over 600 students at the elementary school, 98% were
African-American. According to the principal approximately one-
third of the children moved into or out of the school in any one year.
Twelve out of 20 houses three blocks either side of the street in
front of the school were burned-out and boarded up. All that
remained of the houses were exterior walls and, in some cases, the
walls and the roof. Due to a history of frequent absences, an
important goal for the administration of the school was to get the
children to come to school . Therefore, from Chapter 1 money the
principal had hired a full-time truant officer to visit homes, get the
children to attend the school as well as keep the staff informed
about the home situation. Attendance at the time of the study was
up to 95% daily.

There are several reasons for doing the study in one school.
First of all, teachers at one school share similar experiences and are
working under the same constraints. Doing this study at one school,
meant that several within-school variables were considered constant;
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for example, the neighborhood, the staff development programs, the
curriculum, the principal, access to resources, school preparation
time and the student group characteristics. Differences in these
within-school variables can influence literacy instruction. For
example, principals play a key role in helping teachers develop and in
making resources available to teachers. Since teachers at one school
share the same principal, other variables which might be relevant to
literacy teaching and learning could be contrasted. Knowing that the
teachers share a common experience in some areas allowed the
researcher to contrast teachers along other theoretical dimensions.
In the study, it was assumed that teacher differences cannot be
attributed to differences in resources, curricula, preparation time and
parental involvement. It was assumed that teachers at one school
have access to the same resources, curricula, preparation time and
parental support; at the school level the constraints of resources,
curricula, preparation time, and parental involvement affect literacy
instruction (Durkin, 1978-79). If we know that some school
variables which might interact with literacy beliefs were constant,
variance of teacher beliefs and knowledge about content, teacher
instructional role, student learner role and the social context would
show up more clearly.

A second reason for studying one urban school was the
similarity of the students' background experience. As determined by
the percentage of students who have free lunch and the percentage of
parents who receive AFCD, students at this school share a remarkably
similar economic situation. @ The whole school qualifies for Chapter 1
special funding. Having a similar economic experience, students may
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be exposed to similar experiences which influence the development of
literacy. Knowing that there is some consistency in the children's
neighborhood context helped to focus the research on how teachers
may think similarly or differently about the effects of the |
neighborhood context on literacy instruction.

Further, another advantage of studying one school was that staff
development programs are often designed and presented to teachers
as a group at a single school. Studying teachers' beliefs and
knowledge about literacy teaching and learning at one school created
a description of teacher views in that one context. Knowing the
variance of teacher's beliefs and knowledge about literacy in one
urban school could help staff developers address the teachers’ needs
in one urban school setting. After all, good instruction is based on
knowledge of those being taught. At this point, there is very little
research available that informs staff developers and teacher
educators about urban teachers views of literacy teaching and
learning in one school.

There are several reasons why Washington Elementary in
particular was the school selected for the study. The researcher had
access to this particular urban elementary school because of past
staff development work at the school. Access means that the
researcher did not have to call ahead of time to visit the school.
Access meant the researcher could wander in and out of classrooms
virtually unnoticed by teachers and students alike. Access meant
the researcher put up bulletin boards in the hallway, ate lunch in the
cafeteria and visited teachers in the faculty lounge. In addition, the
teachers, the staff and the principal were generally available when
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the researcher visited the school and seemed to converse easily and
openly with the researcher. Access allowed the researcher to
interview the teachers' about their beliefs and knowledge regarding
literacy instruction in an open and nonjudgmental way.

The researcher gained this open and easy access to the school
in several ways. First, over the year and a half prior to the study,
the researcher worked at the school as a staff developer. The
researcher was the only school-level staff developer who worked
with the teachers during this period of time. During this time the
researcher developed a rapport with the teachers. The teachers and
students had never had a researcher in their school before. Most of
| the teachers had never even had peer observers or any kind of
outside observers in their classrooms before the staff development
efforts.  Prior to the researcher's contact with the teachers,
classroom observation by outsiders was considered a sign of trouble
for the teacher in relation to administrative expectations. As a
rule, classroom observation in the district only occurred when a
teacher was in danger of going "UNSAT" (unsatisfactory). As the
researcher gave classroom demonstrations and staff development
workshops, the teachers gradually shared their concerns and opened
up their classrooms to observations. It took several months before
some of the teachers invited the researcher to observe them and to
discuss pedagogical issues with them.

The sequence of staff development activities at the school
began in the winter of 1989. At the request of the principal in March
1989, Dr. Annemarie Palincsar and the researcher provided an after-

school seminar on Reciprocal Teaching (Palincsar & Brown, 1986).
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Five teachers were willing to have demonstration lessons in their
classrooms with their own children the next day. Over the next few
months the researcher provided 25 demonstrations of reciprocal
teaching in eight out of twenty-two classrooms throughout the
school (Stevens, field notes, May 24, 1989). Only one teacher,
however, decided to implement Reciprocal Teaching and invited
feedback from the researcher after observation of the teacher's
lesson.

The researcher continued to develop rapport with the teachers
in subsequent staff development work during the summer of 1989
and fall of 1989. The researcher followed a collaborative model of
staff development with the theme: "The methods that | am sharing
with you at the staff development program have been researched in
other settings. We are not sure how they will work in your setting.
So let's try them out and talk about it."

For the summer 1989 workshop, the researcher changed the
substantive focus of staff development from reciprocal teaching to
cognitive strategy instruction, especially concept mapping in
cooperative groups. This change was a response to the shortened
staff development time a summer workshop could provide. The
researcher gave five classroom demonstrations and provided a four-
day summer workshop on concept mapping and cooperative learning.
In the fall of 1989, the researcher conducted two after school, all-
staff workshops on classroom implications of the Michigan
definition of reading. In the winter of 1990, the researcher
conducted a scaffolded staff development program with four

teachers using a collaborative problem-solving curriculum in
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collaborative student groups (Stevens, 1991). Over time more
teachers allowed the researcher to observe and consult with them on
their lessons using concept maps, cooperative grouping and a
problem-solving curriculum. The rapport that the researcher
established over the year and a half of staff development work made
this subsequent interaction possible.

Having access to the school increased the validity of the
interview responses. The validity of the interview responses
depended on the researcher having a good rapport with the teachers.
Teachers' self-reports during the interview of literacy practices are
central to the study. Self-reports are susceptible to several
negative influences which can call into question the reliability and
validity of the findings. A major impediment which strains the
validity of the interviewers' responses is the nature of the
relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee. When a
strained and untrusting relationship exists between the interviewer
and interviewees, self-report data is highly suspect. Having good
rapport with the teachers who were interviewed enabled the
researcher to collect the information easily. The teachers did not
seem to resent or resist being interviewed. Having good rapport also
strengthened the reliability of the interview results. The study is
strengthened precisely because the researcher had prior experience
with the teachers in the urban setting.

Some may question that the teachers and the school could be
so open and friendly so that the demand characteristics inherent in
the interview process would also bias the results. Demand
characteristics are the cues available to the subject regarding the
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nature and expectations of the research (Borg & Gall, 1983). The

interviewees, that is, the teachers, might want to please the
researcher and give socially desirable responses to the questions
asked. The researcher accounted for this problem in the interview
by stating at the beginning of the interview that there was no right
or wrong answer to the questions. In addition, in her staff
development work the researcher was always consistent in her
insistence that the new instructional ideas were something for the
teachers to consider and to implement but the teachers would not be
publicly evaluated or criticized. In fact, the researcher stressed
that we know little about literacy instruction of at risk students.
We know little about working with some of these new instructional
methods in urban settings. The researcher and the teachers became
collaborators investigating the suitability, success and
appropriateness of new ideas in this urban setting. By taking a more
collaborative stance in the staff development efforts and by telling
teachers during the interview that their was no right or wrong
answer to their responses, the demand characteristics in an
interview were lessened.

The researchers' prior experience with this school may create
another disadvantage to conducting a study at this site. Having
background knowledge of the school and access to the classrooms
could bias the researcher about literacy teaching and learning at the
school. The researcher could be blind to some very interesting
aspects of literacy teaching and learning at the school. Another
person might be more neutral and, presumably, more objective. On
the other hand, if a stranger to the teachers had conducted the study,
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the teachers might have been suspicious and reluctant to let the
person talk to them about their teaching. An unknown researcher
might have caused more of an interruption in the school day which
might have influenced teacher response to the interview questions.
Teachers might have not been willing to give the time for interviews
to an outside researcher nor allow observation of their lessons. In
sum, having access to the teachers and the school enabled the
researcher to gather data with minimal interruption to the school
day and teachers' schedules. The rapport the researcher had with the
teachers allowed them to express their beliefs and knowledge more
openly.

The third advantage to the study of the researcher having prior
experience with the teachers at the school is that the researcher
was aware of some of the elements of the contextualist perspective
to which the teachers had been exposed so that some questions in
the interview could focus on these topics (Stevens, 1991). Impetus
for the staff development work originally came from the principal
who was interested in improving reading instruction at the school
and was concerned about how his students performed on the
statewide standardized educational test. The staff development
programs conducted at the school emphasized methods and activities
based on the contextualist perspective. At each staff development
session, the new 1986 Michigan definition of reading was presented
as a rationale for the program and as a foundation for the new focus
in reading instruction that was presented to the teachers. The

Michigan definition of reading is considered to be more congruent
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with the contextualist perspective than with the mechanistic
perspective. The definition states:

Reading is a process of constructing meaning through the

dynamic interaction among the reader's existing knowledge,

the information suggested by the written language, and the

context of the reading situation.
Because of the involvement with the staff development programs at
the school, the researcher knew that the teachers were aware of
some of the methods associated with the contextualist perspective.
The teachers had some opportunity to implement these activities on
their own. Some of the teachers may have internalized some of the
instructional activities demonstrated in their classrooms and in the
staff development efforts. However, even if some of the teachers
seem to have beliefs and knowledge that may be labeled
contextualist, those beliefs and knowledge cannot be attributed to
the staff development programs because no pre-staff development
data were collected. However, questions in the structured interview
could be used to elicit teacher knowledge about the more
contextualist instructional strategies.

All teachers attended at least four of the staff development
programs. The various topics of the staff development sessions
were: reciprocal teaching; concept mapping and cooperative
grouping; classroom implications of the Michigan definition of
reading; and collaborative learning using a special problem-solving
curriculum (Stevens, 1991). The whole staff attended the program
on Reciprocal Teaching in January 1989. Following the program on
reciprocal teaching, eight teachers allowed the researcher to
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demonstrate reciprocal teaching in their classrooms over four days
in the next two months in 1989 (Stevens, field notes, May 26, 1989).
A subset of 12 teachers attended four days of summer workshops on
concept mapping in cooperative groups in 1989 (Stevens, field notes,
July 26, 1989). The whole staff attended the half-day workshops on
implications of the Michigan definition of reading in the Fall of 1989
(Stevens, field notes, September 24, 1989). Four volunteer teachers
worked with the researcher in January and February 1990 using a
problem-solving curriculum in their classrooms with collaborative
groups (Stevens, 1991).

Instruments.,

There were four different instruments used to gather data.
During Part 1, at the introductory meeting, after providing some
demographic information (Appendix A) all volunteer teachers at the
school took two group measures: a Likert-type measure on teacher's
orientation toward reading instruction (M-TORP, Appendix B); and a
measure of student autonomy (Deci et al. 1981, Appendix C). During
Part 2, the researcher used the third instrument, a structured
interview on literacy beliefs and knowledge (Appendix D). During
Part 3, the researcher used another structured interview with the
two focus teachers (Appendix E). The interview for focal teachers
selected for Part 3 consisted of two parts: in one part the questions
were based on critical classroom incidents observed in the teachers'
classroom which were related to literacy learning, and in the second
part the questions were related to literacy teaching and learning in

general. Appendix E also includes the list of questions for each
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focal teacher based on the observed lesson. Appendix F is the
pérmission slip that the teachers signed to participate in the study.
P : Gr - M- P
Autonomy Scale. In Part 1, seventeen teachers completed two
written instruments: (1) a modified version of the Theoretical
Orientation toward Reading originally designed by Deford (1985),
herein referred to as M-TORP; and (2) the Student Autonomy Scale
(Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman, & Ryan, 1981). The purpose of the first
instrument, the M-TORP, was to measure teacher beliefs and
knowledge about the content dimension of literacy instruction. The
purpose of the second instrument, the Student Autonomy Scale, was
to measure teacher beliefs and knowledge about the teacher
instructional role and the student learner role, that is, the second
and third dimensions of literacy instruction.

The demographic survey (Appendix B) was used to gather
information to be used to describe the teacher sample. The
demographic survey focused on years of experience, grade levels
taught, type of curriculum used in teaching reading and writing
(basal, trade books, language arts books), and typical types of
writing/reading experiences the students have in the teachers'
classroom.

The M-TORP (Appendix B) measured teacher's theoretical
orientation toward reading on a Likert-type scale in two categories:
phonics and holistic. With expert advice, the phonics and word
strategy items of the TORP (Deford, 1985) were grouped into a
"phonics” category and the whole language items of the TORP and

newly-created contextualist items were grouped into an “holistic”
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category. The 36-item M-TORP measured the teachers' theoretical
orientation toward content, i.e., teaching goals and instructional
methods, the first dimension of literacy teaching and learning. A
summary contrast score was created by subtracting the phonics
score from the holistic score. Teachers were then ranked according
to their score on the summary contrast scale. The higher (more
positive) score on the summary contrast scale indicated a stronger
preference toward holistic reading goals and methods; conversely,
the lower (more negative) the score on the summary contrast scale
indicated a stronger preference toward a phonics orientation in
reading goals and methods. Those teachers whose scores were at a
higher rank on the summary scale were considered to hold ideas that
were more congruent with the contextualist perspective. Whereas
those whose scores were at a lower rank on the summary scale were
considered to hold ideas that were more congruent with the
mechanistic orientation.

The M-TORP was based on the original TORP (Deford, 1985),
Theoretical Orientation toward Reading Profile. The TORP (Deford,
1985) was a measure which summarized teacher's orientation
toward reading instruction. Teachers indicated the degree to which
they agree/disagree with statements related to reading orientation.
This instrument used a Likert 5-point scale response system to 28
items to determine teacher beliefs about practices in reading
instruction. The scores derived from the TORP indicated teacher's
preferred style of reading instruction from phonics-based
orientation through a skills-orientation to a more whole language

orientation. In the process of validating the TORP, Deford found that
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the phonics and whole language groups were separated by the
greatest scoring differences with the skills-orientation scores
exhibiting the greatest variance in total score. The original TORP
had 28 items which were divided into three categories: phonics,
strategy (word), whole language. The reliability of the original
TORP was .98.

For the study, eight items were added to the TORP to
represent the contextualist perspective. These eight items were
suggested by several reading experts (including Palinscar and
Englert, personal correspondence, April, 1991). These items were
intermingled with the other items when the modified version of the
TORP, the M-TORP was created for the study.

The second instrument, the Student Autonomy Scale (Appendix
C), was designed to measure teacher responses to eight vignettes.
Each vignette described a situation to which an adult could make a
response to a child about an appropriate behavior. Appendix C
contains the Student Autonomy Scale. There were four subscales in
the Student Autonomy Scale: highly controlling, moderately
controlling, moderately autonomous and highly autonomous. In the
Deci et al. (1981) research, split half reliabilities were calculated
for each of the four subscales of the Student Autonomy scale. The
values of Cronbach's alpha for standardized scores for the four
subscales, respectively, were .73, .71, .63 and .80. The four
subscales were designed to measure points along a continuum
extending from an orientation toward teacher control to an

orientation toward student autonomy.



97

The Student Autonomy Scale provided information on teacher
beliefs and knowledge about the second and third dimensions of
classroom practice: teacher instructional role and student learner
role. The mechanistic and contextualistic perspectives seem to
differ in conception of the roles teacher and student play in learning.
The mechanistic perspective is more consistent with a view that the
teacher as the initiator and decision maker in classroom instruction.
The mechanistic perspective seems to be consonant with the idea
that the student role is to master teacher-guided, teacher-
determined outcomes. Thus, it is assumed that the teacher here
would want to be in control of events and outcomes in the classroom
and would not allow students much opportunity to make their own
decisions. Teachers who scored low on the Student Autonomy Scale
were considered to hold views more congruent with the mechanistic
orientation. The contextualistic perspective, on the other hand, is
more consistent with a view that students should have more voice in
their own learning and develop more autonomy over their own
learning outcomes (Heshusius, 1991, 1992). Thus, it is assumed that
the teacher who appears to be more contextualistic would value the
student voice in classroom decision making and would promote
student self-regulation and independence from the teacher.

Teachers who scored high on the student autonomy scale, therefore,
were considered to hold views more congruent with the
contextualist orientation. The Student Autonomy Scale was scored
according to guidelines developed by its creators (Deci, Schwartz,
Sheinan, & Ryan, 1981).
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interviews. The structured open-ended interviews in Part 2 and
Part 3 are considered more qualitative data sources. The type of
qualitative research with open-ended questions used in the study
can be distinguished from the more traditional qualitative research.
Kidder and Fine (1987) refer to the structured open-ended interview
as qualitative with a small ¢ compared to the more traditional
qualitative work with a big Q represented by ethnographies and
participant observations. In interviewing there is ample opportunity
to probe for clarification and to ask questions appropriate to the
respondents’ knowledge, involvement and status (Merriam, 1988).
The interview also provides for "continuous assessment and
evaluation of information by the inquirer, allowing him to redirect,
probe and summarize” (Guba & Lincoln, 1981, p.187). However, the
questions for the interview used in the study were derived from the
literature review and previous work by the researcher. If the study
had been more ethnographic, that is, qualitative with a large Q, then,
the questions would have arisen more out of the context in which
they were asked. In the interview used in the study, the researcher
asked her own set of questions which did not necessarily arise from
having prior contact at the school. The questions were chosen to
gather data on the four dimensions of the study used to define
literacy teaching and learning.

There are several reasons why an interview was a good method
for eliciting teacher beliefs and knowledge about literacy
instruction. ¥ The format of an open-ended structured interview

allowed teachers to express the reasons behind the instructional



99

decisions they make. Interview data in general provides information
that cannot be directly observed. Patton (1980) states: "We want to
find out what is in and on someone else's mind.... We cannot observe
feelings, thoughts and intentions.... We cannot observe how people
have organized the world and the meanings they attach to what goes
on in the worid-we have to ask people questions about those things.
The purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter into the
other person's perspective” (p.196). Thus, one way to find out what
teachers believe and know about literacy instruction was to ask
them in an interview.

An interview illuminated the decisions that teachers make in
the day-to-day operation of the classroom. According to Schwab
(1978) teachers are confronted continually with situations wherein
they must make practical decisions: What knowledge should be
included in the curriculum; why; how it should be taught and to
whom? Schwab stressed that educational decisions are always
made for concrete classroom situations, for real schools, and for
ever-changing contexts. An interview was an excellent way to get
the teachers to reflect on the decisions behind the scenes, so to
speak, to listen to the kind of knowledge that teachers used to make
decisions in the complex, muiltidimensional classroom.

Certainly, an interview suffers from the issues related to
self-reporting. Teachers may say one thing and do another. What
they say may not represent what they actually do in the classroom.
However, as Clark and Peterson (1986) stated asking teachers what
they think about what they do is a good place to begin. Teachers'
actions are informed by something. Asking about their beliefs and
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knowledge opened the door to what particulars in the situation the
teachers noticed and what may have had a strong influence on their
actions in the classroom.

The structured individual interview for Part 2 of the study had
three sections, each of which was designed to elicit different
aspects of teacher beliefs and knowledge about literacy instruction
through different formats (Appendix D). Section 1 of the structured
individual interview (questions 1 to 7) contained a series of open-
ended questions with probes centered on teacher views about the
four dimensions of literacy teaching and learning- content, teacher
role, student role, and the social context. Section 2 of the
structured individual interview (question 8.1 to 8.3) contained a
series of statements which refiected value-laden beliefs regarding
instruction in the urban schools with economically disadvantaged
African-American children. For example, this is question 8.1:

Some people have suggested that the economically

disadvantaged African-American children in urban settings

need direct, explicit instruction in reading and writing that
focuses on phonics and vocabulary development. Only after
teachers have provided this fundamental direct instruction,
then, should the teacher consider other things like having
students read literature or participate in cooperative groups.

Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Why or why

not?

In Section 3 of the Part 2 structured individual interview (Question
9), teachers read two hypothetical dialogues between teacher and

students which represented two contrasting teaching methods used
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to teach main idea comprehension of a paragfaph of text. In both
dialogues, the teaching objective was for students to comprehend
and develop the main idea about the same piece of text. This is the
text used in both dialogues:

My father can cook bacon and eggs real well. He can also bake

cakes that taste wonderful. He cooks excellent popcorn and

pizza. The thing he cooks best of all, however, is hamburgers-

barbecued on the grill.
Even though the text was the same, the way the teacher interacted
with the students in helping them to develop the main idea was
different. Dialogue 1 for the more contextualist lesson was
patterned after a social constructivist dialogue in Tharp and
Gallimore (1988) whereas Dialogue 2 for the mechanistic
perspective was patterned after Baumann's direct instruction lesson
(1986). Dialogue 1 describes a more contextualist-type interaction
between teacher and students; Dialogue 2 describes a more
mechanistic-type interaction between teacher and students. Both
dialogues were read by experts to assess their face validity
(personal communication with Palincsar, Englert, April 1991) as
representative of the respective viewpoints. Interview respondents
read the dialogues and answered three questions about the relative
value of each dialogue in teaching students how to read and
comprehend.

The final interview protocol used in Part 3 with the two focal
.teachers was designed to elicit in-depth reflections of the two focal
teachers on their views of literacy instruction (Appendix E). Since

the selection of the focal teachers was limited to those who
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volunteered in Part 2, the focal teachers had already been interviewed
using the Part 2 structured individual interview.

For the selection of the two teachers for Part 3 of the study,
the study was designed so that the scores on the M-TORP and the
Student Autonomy Scale and several other factors would be used as
part of the selection process. It was important to use several
indicators of classroom practices in order to highlight the potential
contrasts between these two teachers before the final observation
and interview in Part 3. The factors used to identify the teachers
were: the teachers' raw scores on the M-TORP and the Student
Autonomy Scale, their ethnicity and the principal's perception on their
classroom management ability.

The actual selection procedures for Part 3 were as follows. The
first step was to calculate a single summary contrast score for each
teacher from the Modified Theoretical Orientation toward Reading (M-
TORP, derived from Deford, 1985). The 36 items in the M-TORP were
divided into two subcategories- holistic and phonics. To calculate the
single summary contrast score, the holistic subscore was subtracted
from the phonics subscore. This created a scale where phonics
positive scores were on one end of the scale and phonics negative
scores were on the other. The summary contrast score was
interpreted as follows: the more positive the M-TORP summary
contrast score, the more the teacher was oriented toward phonics
reading instruction whereas the more negative the summary contrast
score, the more the teacher was oriented away from phonics
instruction toward holistic-based reading instruction. The phonics

orientation was considered to be more congruent with a mechanistic
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perspective on literacy teaching and learning whereas the negative
phonics, that is, more holistic-based orientation, was considered to
be more congruent with a contextualistic perspective on literacy
teaching and learning. From the fourteen out of seventeen teachers
who completed the M-TORP, several teachers were identified whose
scores contrasted so that they were on opposite ends of the M-TORP
scale.

The second step in selecting the teachers for Part 3 was to rank
all of the teachers' scores on the Student Autonomy Scale (Deci et al.,
1981). Teachers' scores on this scale indicated their preference to
control student learning versus to provide opportunities for students
to become more autonomous and self-regulating. The second and third
literacy dimensions were teacher instructional role and student
learner role. The perspectives of mechanism and contextualism differ
in the role the teacher and the student play in learning (Heshusius,
1991, 1992). Because the contextualistic perspective is more
consistent with a view that the student role is to contribute to
his/her own learning and to become an autonomous learner by
determining many of his/her own learning outcomes, teachers who
scored high on the Student Autonomy Scale were considered more
congruent with the contextualist orientation. @ The mechanistic
perspective is more consistent with a view that the teacher is the
controller and initiator in classroom instruction. Because
mechanistic perspective is more consistent with a view that the
student role is to follow teacher-guided instruction and to master
teacher-determined outcomes (Baumann, 1986; Brophy, 1988),

teachers who scored low on the Student Autonomy Scale were
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considered to be less congruent with the contextualist orientation and
more congruent with the mechanistic orientation.

The Student Autonomy Scale assesses adults' orientations
toward control versus autonomy with children. According to
Cognitive Evaluation Theory the controlling aspect of the scale
focuses on bringing about a particular behavioral outcome in children,
whereas the informational aspect of the scale focuses on providing
information to the child so that he or she can autonomously choose
the best response. This suggests that if teachers are more concerned
with control they are likely to be more mechanistic in their
instructional orientation. Whereas, if teachers are more concerned
with providing choice and encouraging student autonomy, then, they
are likely to be more oriented toward a contextualistic orientation.

When the scores of the thirteen teachers who completed the
Student Autonomy Scale were calculated, the two teachers initially
identified in Step 1 from their scores on the M-TORP, were found to
be at the same end of the Student Autonomy Scale. Both scored high
on student autonomy. One other teacher scored low on student
autonomy and was at the other extreme on the M-TORP; however, even
though that would have been an interesting case to consider, that
teacher was not selected for Part 3 of the study because this teacher
lacked the requisite management abilities, which could confound the
results. Thus, it was decided to select the two teachers who were on
opposite ends of the M-TORP but who both scored high on student
Autonomy. One advantage to this was that issues of student

autonomy and teacher control would not confound the results. We
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could not say the differences in the teachers’ viewpoints about
literacy were attributable to their views on student autonomy.

The third step in selecting the teachers for Part 3 of the study
was to compare the teacher's scores on the two quantitative
measures. In Step 1 and 2 the summary contrast score on the M-TORP
and the Student Autonomy Scale score were used to identify the
teachers. Both teachers selected had the highest raw scores on the
Student Autonomy Scale, whereas on the M-TORP, one teacher,
Teacher B, had the lowest summary contrast score (more mechanistic)
and the other one, Teacher C, had one of the highest summary contrast
scores (more contextualist). A further criteria for selection of the
two teachers was that they were both African-American since the
population at the school is largely African-American. If both
teachers were African- American, then, the teacher's ethnicity would
not confound the results. Therefore, both teachers selected through
Step 1, 2 and 3 were African-American.

The final factor used for teacher selection was that both needed
to be good classroom managers. Poor classroom management could
confound the results. It was assumed that classroom management
concerns could overshadow teachers' views about literacy teaching
and learning. Therefore, the school principal was contacted and asked
about the classroom management practices of two teachers selected
from Steps 1,2 and 3. The Washington Elementary School principal
considered both teachers identified from the previous steps to be
good classroom managers (Stevens, field notes, May 9,1991). In sum,
the two teachers selected for Part 3 contrasted on the perspectives

of contextualism and mechanism as measured by the M-TORP in Part
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1, shared a similar score on the Student Autonomy Scale, were
African-American and were considered to be good classroom
managers.

There were two sections to the Part 3 structured individual
interview for the focal teachers. In both sections, the interviewer
used a classroom observation of reading instruction to ask more
direct questions about literacy instruction. In Section 1 of the Part 3
interview, the researcher developed a list of questions based on a
single classroom observation of a reading lesson. The researcher
referred directly to events observed in the classroom asking the
teacher to explain her rationale behind the literacy events observed.
This allowed the researcher to probe very specifically into classroom
practices which seemed to shape students’ literacy knowledge. In
Section 2 of the Part 3 interview, the researcher asked more
questions about the observed lesson but established how
representative the lesson was in the teacher's practice.

The purpose of making classroom observations was to identify
classroom examples to stimulate teachers' explanations of their
beliefs and knowledge about literacy instruction. The development of
Section 1 of the Part 3 structured interview based on the
observations followed this pattern. The researcher observed one
reading lesson in each of the focal teachers' classrooms. The
researcher wrote an observational narrative of the observation and
made an audiotape transcription of the reading lesson. The
researcher then reviewed the notes and listened to the audiotape to
identify teacher or student statements or behaviors which seemed
critical to teaching students about comprehending text. Critical
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incidents were those during which the teacher told students how to
comprehend text, during which the teacher directed students to
rethink or reread what they had read and during which the teacher
asked a series of questions without giving an direct answer to the
students.

In the Section 1 of the Part 3 structured teacher interview, the
researcher asked 8 specific questions regarding observed critical
incidents in the reading lesson (Appendix E). This is an example of
the type of question the researcher asked the focal teacher based on
the lesson observations:

During the reading lesson, there was a long student discussion

on the meaning of the idiom “face as hard as stone". There were

several student answers like "they all face different

directions”, "he never moved his face around". The students gave

a number of different responses. After 5 or 6 students

responded, one answered correctly. You let the students discuss

this for several exchanges without giving them an answer. What
reasons did you have for doing this?
In Section 2 of the focal teacher interview, the researcher asked more
general questions about the lesson and its implications for helping
students become literate. The type of questions asked in the Section
2 of the Part 3 structured individual interview were:

Alithough | observed the lesson and have a general idea of what

it was about, | would like to hear in your own words how you

would describe this lesson to someone.

What was it about?

What methods did you use?
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How do you account for children's different responses to the

lesson?

What did you want the children to learn?

Procedures .

Schedule. A pilot interview of the Part 2 structured interview
took place two weeks before the project started. The researcher
interviewed two African-American teachers not in the selected
school district. Following the interview, the researcher solicited the
teachers' feedback on the appropriateness and clarity of the questions
and the ease of answering the questions. Their feedback was
incorporated into the final interview.

All the data for the study were gathered over a period of five
weeks at the end of the school year. Doing the study at the end of the
school year created some problems. The teacher observations and
interviews had to be scheduled around assemblies, field trips and end
of the year activities that occur in May and June. Even though this
slowed down data collection, because of the rapport the researcher
had with the teachers, all the interviews and observations were
accomplished by the last day of school. The positive aspect of
conducting the study at the end of the school year was that the
teachers were acquainted with what they taught and accomplished in
one school year in this complex urban setting. They had recent
experience with literacy teaching and learning in this context.

Pilot of interview protocol for Pat 2. Two African-

American teachers from another suburban elementary \

school were interviewed with the draft interview protocol

for Part 2 of the study two weeks prior to the initiation of
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the project. Following the interview, the researcher
explained the purpose of the study and asked the teachers
for their comments about interview questions and method.
Their comments weré used to refine the questions for the
final interview protocol used in Part 2.

Part 1: Day 1 at Washington Elementary School. All-
school, after school staff meeting. Announcement of the
project. Recruitment of volunteers. Signing of consent
form. Administration of demographic survey, M-TORP, and
the Student Autonomy Scale.

Part 2: Week 1, 2, 3, & 4: Distribution of interview protocol
to all teacher volunteers to be read prior to the interview.
All teachers indicated that they had read the interview
prior to the actual interview. Individual interviews with
teacher volunteers during school hours. Interviews
conducted during school hours either during teacher
preparation periods or when a building-level substitute
could take over the cldssroom. Two teachers refused to
have interviews audiotaped so the researcher wrote down
the teacher responses. The researcher immediately wrote
up their responses and returned to the teachers within the
next week to check with the teachers about the accuracy of
the researchers' notes. In all interviews the researcher
took brief notes on the teacher responses. All other
interviews were audiotaped and transcribed for analysis.

Selection of two focal teachers for Part 3 of the study.
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Part 3: Weeks 4 &5: Observation of one classroom reading
lesson for each of two focal teachers. Interviews of each
focal teacher using incidents from the classroom
observations as springboard for specific and general
questioning. The focal teacher interviews took place during
noon hour and after school. Each observation and focal
teacher interview was audiotaped. The researcher took
narrative notes during the observation periods. In both
classrooms the researcher was in the classroom for the
observation from the beginning of the morning (8:30 a.m.) to
mid-morning break (10:30 a.m.). The researcher kept a
running log of classroom events and conversations. After
the observation, the researcher listened to the audiotape to
fill in the observational notes to have a narrative
description of the major, teacher-directed events in the
classroom. The researcher noted the text and materials
used, academic and social conversations between teachers
and students, what was on the chalkboards and bulletin
board, and where activities took place. During the lesson,
the researcher assigned numbers to the students according
to their seats. No real student names were used in the
recording of the observation.
Analysis of Resuits
Teacher responses to the two group measures and the
individual structured interviews were analyzed to describe and
explain teacher beliefs and knowledge. Analysis of the data

involved the use of the four dimensions of literacy teaching and
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learning and then, the collapsing of the four dimensions to write
summaries of each teacher and summaries across the school. = There
were two types of summaries: one summary for each of the thirteen
teachers interviewed in Part 2 and one overall summary of teacher
beliefs and knowledge at Washington Elementary School. The steps
used in analyzing the data and writing the summaries follow.
Analysis of Part 1 Data

The first step in data analysis required compilation of the data
collected during Part 1 at the all-school staff meeting.  During this
first meeting, teachers filled in the demographic data sheet (Appendix
A) and responded to two instruments: 1.) the Modified-Theoretical
Orientation toward Reading (Appendix B); and 2.) the Student
Autonomy Scale (Appendix C).

Analysis of the Modified Theoretical Orientation toward Reading
(M-TORP) followed the pattern used by Deford (1985) for the TORP.
The original TORP had 28 statements which respondents rated on level
of agreement using a 5-point Likert scale from strongly agree to
strongly disagree. The main difference between the TORP and the M-
TORP was that the researcher added 8 items to the measure. These 8
items assessed a more contextualistic orientation toward reading
instruction. The total number of items in the measure finally was 36.
In the final M-TORP all items in all four sections were presented in
random order. Appendix G lists the items in the M-TORP sorted by the

four subsections.
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Analysis of Student Autonomy Scale

The analysis of the Student Autonomy Scale followed the same
pattern set up by the originators of the instrument. The directions
for the Deci et al. (1981) Student Autonomy Scale included asking
each respondent to read each of the eight vignettes and then rate
each of the four possible responses to the vignette on a scale of 1 to
7. The respondent indicated how appropriate the response was in
handling the situation described in the vignette. A response of 1
indicated that the response was highly inappropriate; a 4 indicated
that the response was moderately appropriate and a 7 indicated that
it was highly appropriate. Each vignette had 4 possible responses
which meant that the respondent had to rate 32 items- four
responses to each of eight vignettes. A high score on each of the
four responses was representative of either highly controlling,
moderately controlling, moderately autonomous or highly
autonomous. Eight of the possible responses across the eight
vignettes, therefore, were considered to be highly controlling, eight
were moderately controlling, eight were moderately autonomous and
eight were highly autonomous; this created four subscales- highly
controlling, moderately controlling, moderately autonomous and
highly autonomous. Within each vignette, the four responses were
counterbalanced for order across the eight vignettes. In calculating
the final score, a total score was calculated.by weighing the highly
controlling subscale score with a -2, the moderately controlling
subscale score with a -1, the moderately autonomous subscale score
with a +1 and the highly autonomous subscale score with a +2 and

then, summing the weighted values.
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Correlation of M-TORP and Student Autonomy Scale.

There is reason to believe that a teacher's theoretical
orientation toward reading might include his or her perception of how
much autonomy the student should have in the classroom.
Contextualistic perspectives on teaching and learning highlight the
importance of giving students opportunities to self-regulate in the
classroom. Mechanistic perspectives on teaching and learning
highlight the importance of teacher control in the classroom over
teaching students how to be more autonomous from adults. The M-
TORP focused on the content, that is, the goals and methods of
classroom literacy instruction. @ A more mechanistic orientation
toward literacy instruction allowed for more control by the teacher in
determining what is important to learn and how one should go about
learning it. A more contextualistic orientation toward literacy
instruction allowed students more independence and autonomy when
making decisions about their own learning. The Student Autonomy
Scale measured teacher responses to the aduit role in insisting that
students follow adult-determined rules (highly and moderately
controlling) or the aduit role in helping students become more
autonomous and self-regulating (highly and moderately autonomous).
From a theoretical viewpoint there is a logical relationship between
the teacher orientation toward reading content as measured by the M-
TORP and teacher role as measured by the Student Autonomy Scale.

In the study, the scores from the M-TORP and the Student Autonomy
Scale were correlated in order to determine the statistical strength
of the relationship between teachers' beliefs about student autonomy

and a theoretical orientation toward reading.
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Analysis of Part 2 & 3 Data

During Part 2 & 3 of the study, data were collected on teacher
beliefs and knowledge about literacy teaching and learning using
individual structured, open-ended interviews. The interviews were
audiotaped and transcribed. The actual steps will be described
below. Overall the analytical method of analyzing this qualitative
data involved several readings, taking notes and, then, rereadings of
each structured interview with the dimensions' definitions in mind.
Using the Part 2 data the researcher read, took notes and reread each
of the thirteen interviews and wrote a summary of each of the
teachers' beliefs and knowledge about literacy teaching and learning.
Then, the researcher read across the summaries of the interviews to
create a summary of literacy teaching and learning across the
school. Using the Part 3 interview data from the two focal teachers,
the researcher followed the same pattern of reading and rereading
and taking notes according to the four dimensions. The end result of
the analysis of the Part 3 data was a more in-depth description of
two different classrooms where the teachers initially seemed to
contrast on their scores on the M-TORP. In sum, the results of the
study included thirteen interview summaries of teachers' beliefs
and knowledge regarding literacy instruction in one urban
elementary school, one school case description of literacy
instruction, and two more detailed descriptions of two teachers
whose scores on the M-TORP initially seemed to indicate that they
held contrasting perspectives on literacy teaching and learning.
Details of this procedure are provided below.
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There were five steps in creating summaries of teacher
interviews
Step 1. CLASSIFYING AND MARKING
Read the definition and examples for each dimension. For each
teacher interview, highlight in the margin all the questions and
responses that were designed to solicit responses for one
dimension. Use a different color marker for each dimension. If
the interviewer probes and interviewee responses extend beyond
the original question, include the whole response with the color
codes with that original question. Some questions and answers
will apply to two or more dimensions. Those questions will be
marked in the margins with both colors and included in the
summarization of both dimensions.
Step 2. READING WITH DIMENSION FOCUS.
Reread the definition for one dimension. Read the entire
interview, especially noting the questions and responses that
apply to that one dimension. Take notes in the margins of
answers which illustrate the teacher's beliefs and knowledge
about that one dimension. Repeat this step with each dimension
so that the interview transcription is read four times, once for
each dimension in this step.
Step 3. WRITING SUMMARIES FOR EACH DIMENSION FOR EACH
TEACHER.
Reread the definition for the dimensions. Reread the entire
interview to see if any other teacher responses belong under any
other dimensions. Make notes of any changes. Write a summary
of the teacher's beliefs and knowledge about each dimension.



116

Wherever possible include the teacher's exact phrases to convey

the expressed meaning as much as possible.

Step 4. WRITING A SCHOOL SUMMARY.

Reread the definition for each dimension. Read all thirteen

summaries across each of the dimensions. Look for ideas that

seem to be repeated across the interview summaries. Note how
many teachers seem to support one practice or belief. Reread
these summary statements, noting the strength of support
across the school and write a description of the school. This
description will not be confined to the four dimensions but will
include the four dimensions.

Step 5. COMPARING THE SCHOOL SUMMARY TO MECHANISTIC AND

CONTEXTUALISTIC PERSPECTIVES ON LITERACY TEACHING AND

LEARNING.

Read the description of the dimensions of teaching and

learning as each applies to mechanistic and contextualistic

perspectives. Compare the school summary with the two

perspectives. Write a description of the school in relation to
the two perspectives.

The methods used to create the summaries of the structured
interview follow procedures developed for analysis of qualitative
data of this type. The researcher must become acquainted with the
data through numerous readings and rereadings (Merriam, 1988).
Each interview was read six times: an initial reading to get the
overall picture of the interview and, then, a rereading for each
dimension, énd then, a final reading before writing the teacher case.

Attention was paid to those answers which initially might not be
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classified as belonging to one dimension but should be appropriately
included in that dimension. As the researcher read and reread the
interview with the dimensions in mind, the researcher took notes
and developed summaries which represented the recurring
regularities in the data (Merriam,1988). The goal of the numerous
readings was to isolate the regularities in the data to write
accurate, representative summaries across the four dimensions for
each teacher and for the school as a whole.

Two outside experts also read some of the structured
interviews from Part 2. The purpose of the outside reading was to
provide feedback on the clarity of the dimensions. In addition, the
summaries of the researcher and the outside readers were compared
to check whether the two readers came up with substantially the
same summary. One reader read two interviews whereas another
read three interviews. Using the guidelines developed by the
researcher , each outside reader made her own summary and themes
for that teacher. The independently-produced summaries were
compared with those developed by the researcher. All parties agreed
that there were no major discrepancies in the summaries.

The goal for Part 3 of the study was to describe and explain
two different ways of approaching literacy instruction as
represented by the two focal teachers and to compare their
approaches to two perspectives- mechanistic and contextualistic
perspectives on literacy teaching and learning. The teachers' scores
on the M-TORP indicated that their perspectives on literacy teaching
and leaming may have contrasted. Teacher C's scores seemed to

represent a more mechanistic perspective toward literacy teaching
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and learning. Teacher B's scores seemed to represent a more
contextualistic perspective toward literacy teaching and learning.
The dimensions used in the analysis of the Part 3 interview data
were the same as the dimensions used for Part 2. The teacher
responses from Part 3 were added to their interview responses from
Part 2. In the final steps in the analysis of the focal teachers'
interview, the researcher referred to the interview and created a
description of the teachers' practice in relation to mechanistic and
contextualistic perspectives on literacy teaching and learning.

There were questions which guided data analysis under each
dimension:

DIMENSION #1 CONTENT

GOAL: What does the teacher value as an outcome of his or her

reading and writing instruction?

METHOD: What techniques, student activities and instructional

practices does the teacher use in teaching reading and writing

in the classroom?

DIMENSION 2: TEACHER INSTRUCTIONAL ROLE

PERSONAL: What personal qualities should a good teacher

have?

INTERACTIONS: What kind of interactions should a good

teacher have with students over content as well as other

aspects of students' lives?

RESPONSES TO DISTRICT CURRICULAR EXPECTATIONS: How

should teachers respond to district curricular expectations?

DIMENSION 3: STUDENT LEARNER ROLE
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PERSONAL: What kind of personal qualities does a student need
to be a successful learner? What personal qualities hinder
learning?

COGNITIVE: What kind of cognitive processes are children
using as they acquire literacy? What kind of background
knowledge do students bring to tasks?

INTERACTIVE: What kind of collaborative activities does the
teacher describe? What is the role of social interaction in
students' learning literacy? What reasons does the teacher
give for student participation in a peer's learning?
DIMENSION 4: CONTEXT

SOCIAL CONTEXT OF CLASSROOM INSTRUCTION: What is the
extent to which the teacher includes social goals in her/his
talk about other goals? What is the extent to which the
teacher describes methods and materials in terms of their
contribution to the social cohesion (communication, fiow,
predictability of human interactions) in the classroom?
IMPACT OF THE NEIGHBORHOOD SOCIAL CONTEXT ON
INSTRUCTION: To what extent do teachers include the parents
in classroom activities and experiences? How do the
teacher's describe the student's background knowledge,
ethnicity and economic status? How do the teachers view the
literacy experience the children bring to school? What is the
extent to which teacher's modify their instruction in relation
to the student's background knowledge, ethnicity and economic

status?



CHAPTER 4: Part 1
Results

This chapter presents the results of the study of the seventeen
teachers' beliefs and knowledge about literacy teaching and learning
in one urban elementary school. There were four sources of data in
the study: the Modified Theoretical Orientation toward Reading (M-
TORP, Modified from Deford's TORP, 1985), Student Autonomy Scale
(Deci, Schwartz, Sheinan & Ryan, 1981), transcriptions of one-hour
individual interviews with thirteen volunteer teachers, and
transcriptions of extended individual interviews with two teachers
selected from the thirteen volunteers. The data provided
descriptions of teachers' views of literacy teaching and learning in
one urban school.

The results are reported in four sections. Section 1 includes
a description of literacy teaching and learning using the group
measures as data sources from Part 1 of the study. Section 2
includes a description of literacy teaching and learning using the
individual interviews of thirteen teachers from Part 2 of the study.
Section 3 includes a description the two focal teachers' beliefs and
knowledge from Part 3 of the study. The two focal teachers were
selected for third part of the study because their scores on the M-
TORP indicated that their responses were more consonant with
either a contextualistic or mechanistic perspective on literacy
instruction.  Section 4 includes a summary of all the results about
literacy teaching and learning at Washington Elementary School
derived from Parts 1, 2 and 3 of the study.

120
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Section 1: Description of the Results from Two Group Measures
Seventeen teachers out of twenty-two full time certified staff

in one urban school volunteered to participate in the study. In Part 1
of the study, the seventeen volunteer teachers were administered two
group measures: the M-TORP (Modified from Deford, 1985) and the
Student Autonomy Scale (Deci et al., 1981). The scores on both the M-
TORP and the Student Autonomy Scale were calculated according to
the methods described in Chapter 3. On both measures teachers
answered a number of Likert-type items so that they received an item
score and then a total score. For each measure the teachers were

then ranked according to their scores.
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Table 1
Mean teacher scores on the
Modified-Theoretical Orientation toward Reading

Ranked by Orientation toward Phonics-based Goals and Methods

Rank Teacher Summary score
1. D 147.
2. L 129.
3. G 128.
4. C 127.
5. A 125.
6. N 123.
7. P 120.
8. K 117.
9. Q 116.
10. H 112.
11. E 109.
12. F 107.
13. M 107.
14. B 106.
Entiré population Mean 119.5 (S. D. 11.427)

Missing cases= 3, Teachers J, R, S
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Table 2

Mean Teacher scores on the M-TORP:
| Box and Whisker Presentation
Highest Score 180
170
160
150

140

130

N

120| . —x

110

RN

100
90
80
70
60
50

40
Lowest Score 30

Range: 147 to 106; Mean: 119.5; Standard Deviation: 11.427;

Box: x + 11.427 which means 131 to 108.1
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Table 3
Mean teacher responses to the Student Autonomy Scale:
Ranked by preference for increased student autonomy

Rank Teacher Score
1. H 56.
2. B 50.
3 C 42.
4, F 41.
5 M 40.
6. P 39.
7. G 31
8 R 22.
9. A 21.
10. K 16.
11. E 2.
12. L -5.
13. D -13.
Entire population 26.31 (21.50) 13 cases

Missing cases= 4, Teachers J,N,R, Q
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Table 4
Mean teacher responses to the Student Autonomy Scale:
Box and Whisker presentation

Highest Score 144

Lowest Score 144

Range: 56 to -13; Standard Deviation. 21.50; Mean= 26.31
Box: Mean + 1 Standard Deviation = 47.81 to 4.81
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The numerical values on the M-TORP can be interpreted as follows.
Following the pattern of Deford in analysis of the TORP (1985), the
answers to the items were scaled in relation to an orientation
toward reading. In this case, if a person consistently answered the
items from a phonics orientation, he or she would have received 5
points on each of 36 items (after items were recoded for analysis),
totaling 180 points. If a person answered the items from a non-
phonics orientation, he or she would have received 1 point on each of
36 items, totaling 36 points. A person who received 108 points
more than likely would be in the middle, partly phonics oriented and
partly holistically oriented because 108 points is half way between
36 and 180.

Table 1 indicates that there was variance among the teacher's
responses. The range of teacher responses at Washington
Elementary was from 147 points to 106 pointé. The mean on the M-
TORP for the teachers at Washington Elementary was 119.5 and the
Standard Deviation was 11.427 which means that 65% of the scores
fell between 108.1 and 131.927. The mean of 119.5 is over eleven
points above a mean of 108 that would have been achieved had the
teachers answers had been equally divided between phonics and
holistic orientation. @ Only three teachers at Washington Elementary
scored at 108 points or less. On this measure, the M-TORP,
therefore, the scores of the majority of the teachers fell toward the
phonics end of the scale. Table 2 shows the data in a box and
whisker presentation. On the M-TORP the teachers responses
indicated that they seem to be oriented toward more phonics-based

instruction than toward the non-phonics orientation.  The interview
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data from the study echoed the data found in the M-TORP. The
interviews were consistent with the findings of the M-TORP. In the
interview, the teachers as a group tended to support the more
mechanistic, phonics-based methods of teaching the children to read
and write. One could assume that the teachers more than likely
practiced in ways that were consistent with the interviews and the
M-TORP. Thus, the children at Washington Elementary were more
than likely exposed to more mechanistic, phonics-based practices
associated with literacy teaching and learning.

On Table 3, the Student Autonomy Scale, after the means were
calculated according to the formula developed by Deci et al. (1981),
the teachers' scores were ranked. The score is the result of
subtracting answers that represented the more student control
orientation from answers that represented the more autonomous
orientation. A positive score indicates the degree of interest an
adult would have in promoting more autonomous and independent
decision-making for children. The Deci et al. (1981) research
associates this adult orientation with the development of intrinsic
motivation in children. A negative score indicates the degree of
interest an adult would have in controlling and determining the
decisions that a child would make. The Deci et al. (1981) research
associates the controlling adult orientation with the development of
extrinsic motivation in children. The highest possible score for the
more autonomous orientation is 144 whereas the lowest possible
score for the more controlling orientation is -144. A score that
would show balanced interest in student autonomy and teacher

control would have a score of 0.
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On Table 3, the mean score for the thirteen Washington
Elementary teachers who completed the questionnaire was 26.3077
with a Standard Deviation of 21.4957. Within + 1.00 standard
deviation 65% of the teachers fell; their scores ranged from 48 to 5.
The Standard Deviation indicates that there was some variance
among the teachers. The box and whisker presentation of the data
on Table 4 indicates that most teachers at Washington Elementary
were above a zero score. Their scores indicated a tendency toward
valuing student autonomy; yet, the highest score was 88 points
away from a totally autonomous position. Thus, most teachers were
moderate to medium high positive in their support of student
autonomy over teacher control.

it was assumed that there is a conceptual link between a
theoretical orientation toward reading and teacher's views about
student autonomy and independence. Thus, the two measures, the
M-TORP and the Student Autonomy Scale were correlated to see if
there was any statistical relationship. = The analysis indicated that
there was a significant negative correlation between the M-TORP
and the Student Autonomy Scale, r =-.7226** (p=.01) The negative
correlation means that the higher the score on the phonics
orientation the less the teacher was interested in student autonomy.
To say it another way, the more the teacher expressed a non-
phonics, more contextualistic orientation toward reading
instruction in his or her answers to the questions, the more likely
the teacher supported student autonomy and independence. The
score of four teachers are an example of this. Teachers B, F, H, and
M had four of the five lowest scores on the M-TORP and were
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among the top five scorers on the Student Autonomy Scale. These
scores are an example of the negative statistical relationship
between the two constructs indicated by the negative correlation.
Teachers D, L and A appeared in the top five of phonics orientation
and the bottom five in student autonomy, indicating again the
negative relationship between the two constructs, phonics
orientation and student autonomy. To say it another way, if a
teacher scores high on phonics orientation toward reading, it is also
likely that the teacher will be more interested in maintaining more
control over student decision-making rather than those who scored
low on the phonics orientation on the M-TORP. There was one clear
exception. Teacher C scored high on the theoretical orientation
toward reading and also scored high on student autonomy. Again,
the correlational relationship between these two constructs is
statistical and theoretical. Further research would have to be
directed at establishing the links between teacher control and
phonics orientation toward reading.

The correlation only tells us about one aspect of the
relationship between student autonomy and the phonics orientation,
the position the two sets of scores relative to one another. There
seems to be some inconsistency between the two measures. From
the phonics score, in general it would appear that the teachers'
scores as a group would would tend toward the teacher control
orientation. Indeed, the correlation seems to indicate a negative
relationship. Yet, if one examines the placement of the group of
teachers, it appears that most of the teachers seem to value student

autonomy not teacher control. The explanation for this seeming
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anomaly may lie in the kind of questions that were asked on the
Student Autonomy Scale. The question is what is the nature of the
construct, student autonomy, as assessed by the Student Autonomy
Scale.

According to Deci et al. (1981) the Student Autonomy scale
indicates how much control an adult exerts over children in relation
to how much autonomy the adult grants to the child. As a group, the
teachers' scores on the scales seemed to indicate that they valued
student autonomy more than the teacher control. However, the
scale reached beyond the classroom in assessing teacher attitudes
toward autonomy. The Deci scale measured a teachers' perception
of adult attitudes toward control and autonomy in several different
situations like soccer practice, doing homework and stealing in the
classroom. It could be that the teachers felt that students should
learn to act more autonomously in situations outside the classroom
and yet students should be given them less autonomy inside the
classroom. The scale seemed to support the idea of encouraging
student autc;nomy in general beyond the classroom walls. One
should therefore be careful about generalizing this data to the
classroom. In the original research on the Student Autonomy
Scale, it "was shown to be externally valid in that teachers from
Grades 4 through 6 who were more autonomy oriented on the
measure were rated as such by their students, and more importantly,
the children of the autonomy oriented teachers were more
intrinsically motivated and had higher self-esteem than children of
the teachers who were more control oriented” (p. 642, Deci et al.,

1981). The scale was linked to the promotion of intrinsic and
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extrinsic motivation in the classroom. A teacher who was
concerned about teacher control as measured by the scale focused
more on extrinsic motivators in the classroom whereas a teacher
who was concerned about student autonomy as measured by the scale
focused more on intrinsic motivators. Several teachers (Teacher L,
Teacher H, Teacher J) mentioned the importance of external rewards
in motivating children.

The results of the Deci scale in the study, however, indicated
that the teachers' scores tended to cluster slightly above the mean;
that is, more of the teachers favored increased autonomy for the
students. If one predicted where the teachers' scores might be
based on the M-TORP and the interviews, one might expect the
scores to be below the mean: that is, more of the teachers would
favor greater teacher control over student behavior. However, the
cluster of the teachers' scores were above the mean, not all the way
to the highly autonomous score but the teachers' scores as a group
would be considered to be much more representative of moderately
autonomous stance toward student learning.

In addition to the teachers' scores on the Deci scale, the
Student Autonomy Scale also has a strong and statistically
significant negative correlation with the M-TORP which meant that
the more the teacher was in favor of the phonics orientation as
measured by the M-TORP, the less likely the teacher favored student
autonomy as measured by the Deci scale. The M-TORP score seemed
to indicate that the teachers held beliefs that were more
mechanistic whereas the Deci scale score indicated that the

teachers held beliefs that supported student autonomy. It was
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assumed in the study that there would be a relationships between
the two measures and that they would have a negative correlation.
The two measures did have a negative correlation. The Deci scale
score indicated moderate support for student autonomy.
Correlations are not causations, however. The two measures are
significantly statistically associated.

One explanation for the inconsistency between the results on
the M-TORP and on the Deci scale might be that the nature of the
construct, student autonomy, as described by the items in the Deci
scale. The Deci scale seemed to test adult perceptions of student
autonomy as a more global construct than just the way a teacher
treats a student in the classroom around academic tasks. Of the
eight items in the Deci scale, only three mentioned academic tasks-
one item focused on ways to improve listiess behavior in reading
group, two were about improving performance on spelling tests.
Further, it appears that three items asked the teacher to respond as
if she or he were giving advice as a parent. Who knows if advice
from the parent to a child would be the same advice a teacher would
give him or herself? In addition, three of the items focused on the
social relations among the children- a social isolate, a temper
problem, a theft problem- which have to do with the social context
of the classroom, not with the teaching of reading and writing. The
Deci scale seems to measure whole classroom issues not just
teaching reading issues. Perhaps the teachers were expressing
their concern with the whole child not just the academic life of the
child.
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In sum, the two measures provided a quantitative description
of the teachers' views about reading and the role of adults in
student-decision-making. @ The M-TORP indicated that the majority
of the teachers at the school were phonics-based in their
orientation toward the teaching of reading. The Student Autonomy
Scale indicated that most of the teachers leaned toward moderate
support of student autonomy rather than teacher control. The
correlation between the two measures indicated that there seems to
be a statistically significant relationship between the two
constructs, phonics-based reading orientation and student autonomy.
Where we find teachers who express the more phonics-based
orientation we will more than likely find the teacher to be more
interested in student autonomy.

Section 2: Results from the Analysis of Teacher Interviews-
Individual and School Level Summaries

Section 2 presents the results of the analysis of the teacher
interviews in two ways: a.) individual summaries of each of the
thirteen teachers who were interviewed; b.) summary of all the
interviews to provide a school-level description of teacher beliefs
and knowledge across each of the four dimensions and in relation to
the two perspectives- mechanistic and contextualistic. @ This is a
list of the teacher identification letter and the grade level taught
as well as the number of years teaching with the number of years at
Washington Elementary in parentheses. In the subsections
following this list, there are summaries of each of the thirteen

teachers that were interviewed.



134

Teacher Grade level Overall experience
(Washington Elementary years)

A 6 30 (20)
B 6 6 (5)
C 4 25 (20)
D 5 23 (23)
E 4 15 (15)
F 2 24 (21)
G 2 22 (22)
H 1 30 (27)
J 1 24 (22)
K 1 1 (8)
L Preschool 4 (4)
M Kindergarten 10 (5)
N Computer 12 (3)
Mean 18.29 (14.67)
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Teacher A,

Teacher A is a sixth grade, Anglo-American teacher at
Washington Elementary. Teaching is her career. Out of 30 years in
the field, she spent her first ten years as a substitute teacher in
this urban school district and has been at Washington Elementary for
last 20 years. She is one of two teachers at the school who has
lived within the school neighborhood all those years as well. The
central theme that organizes her practice can be summed up as a
classic conception of schooling. Children come to school to learn to
read, write and compute and expand their horizons. She has a very
strong image of what the children should learn when they are at
school. Besides the basics, they need to be exposed to some of the
finer, more beautiful and more worthwhile aspects of the culture
and the larger society. She takes the students on field trips to art
museums. She gets them to memorize beautiful poetry. She has
them write poetry. They need to learn "proper English.” All of
these goals would be appropriate in any school.

However, when she thinks about who she is teaching and what
they might bring to the teaching situation. @ She gets very
discouraged. The students lack background knowledge. She
characterizes their lives as they "live in a vacuum”. Individually
the children love to converse, about anything. They desperately
need organization and consistency in the classroom because they
lack it in their lives outside of school. What helps her survive at
the school is a sense of humor and the community among the

teachers. She tries every year to add some "value”, some quality to



136

their lives. At the same time, she does not really value what they
might contribute to the learning situation. The paucity of experience
and lack of background knowledge continually thwarts her attempts
to add some value to their existence.

Teacher B.

Teacher B is a sixth grade, African-American teacher who h<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>