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ABSTRACT

Through a multiple case study design the influence of teachers'
beliefs on literacy instruction for at-risk first graders was
examined and described. A volunteer sample included five female
teachers who taught in different high risk schools within the same
school district. Five research questions guided the study: (1) What
are teachers' beliefs about instructing young at-risk children to read
and write? (2) What do teachers say they do as they instruct young
at-risk children to read and write? (3) What do teachers actually do
as they instruct young at-risk children to read and write? (4) What
influences teachers' instructional decisions as they teach young at-
risk children to read and write? (5) Are there congruencies between
teachers' stated beliefs and their practice?

Data were collected from interviews, observations,
questionnaires and a reflective activity over an academic year.
Through the constant comparative method twelve general findings
emerged: (1) Teachers must possess an understanding of the
individual needs of at-risk children and address those needs; (2)
Teachers must recognize and build on children's individual strengths;
(3) Teachers should nurture children's enthusiasm for learning to
read and write; (4) The learning process should begin at the
appropriate developmental level; (5) At-risk children should be

continuously stimulated in order to build confidence necessary for
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learning. A structured environment is important to accomplishing
this goal; (6) At-risk children break the bonds of at-riskness by
becoming literate; (7) Literacy instructional theory does not
influence teachers' practice as much as their beliefs; (8) There is
no single method of literacy instruction for at-risk children, a
combination of pedagogical approaches best serves their literacy
needs; (9) Teacher modeling is a positive motivational factor for
at-risk children learning to read and write. (10) All at-risk children
can learn.

Other findings indicated: (1) Teachers' literacy instructional
decisions are influenced by multiple factors; (2) There are
congruencies between teachers' stated beliefs and practice.

The five case studies validate the work of previous
researchers who suggested that teachers' beliefs are an integral
part of classroom practice. The teachers provided documented

instances of the congruency between beliefs and classroom practice.
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Foreword

In 1936, John Dewey (cited in Levin, 1991) stated that public
schooling should nurture individual learning differences in a common
learning community. Dewey believed that educators should build
bridges between the learners' personal and educational worlds
rather than create gaps between the two. For me, building the
bridges between students' personal and educational worlds was a
monumental task when | began my career teaching at-risk children.
| accomplished this task by merging my personal and professional
beliefs about pedagogy with my insights about the children | taught
in order to create a safe and nurturing environment where learning
could take place.

Between 1980 and 1985, | taught in three different classroom
settings where the majority of children were considered to be at-
risk of failure. My students came from numerous ethnic backgrounds
and diverse home environments; many were children of poverty.
They were bright-eyed, energetic children who did not know the
meaning of at-risk. | knew the meaning, however, and | knew that |
had to do something very special to insure them every opportunity to
succeed.

The school district charged me with the responsibility of
teaching a core curriculum that led to specific outcomes expected of

all young learners. Although that was not an unusual expectation, it

Xii



caused me concern in light of my students' backgrounds. A second,
self-imposed responsibility required that | capitalize on the vast
differences these at-risk children brought to the classroom by
addressing the individual and cultural diversity of each child. These
responsibilities, coupled with my own pedagogical beliefs, allowed
me to create a learning environment that matched the children's
needs with a correspondingly appropriate curriculum.

As | gained experience as a teacher, | realized that bridging
the multiplicity of experiences that my students brought to the
classroom with what needed to be taught was both a difficult and
challenging task. One complexity was how my own personal
philosophy about teaching and knowledge of child development
conflicted with my teacher education background and the school
district's curriculum requirements. Another complexity was the
special challenge of teaching at-risk children. Recognizing these
complexities helped me to form and articulate a strong belief
system that greatly influenced my own teaching.

My awareness of the importance of teachers' beliefs as a
critical part of teaching has been supported throughout my teaching
career. Ten years after my initial experience teaching at-risk
children, | began my studies as a graduate student. As part of my
university work, | conducted an intensive three-month case study of
a first grade teacher named Michelle in a classroom with a high
population of at-risk children. This case study served as a pilot
study for this dissertation.

During the time | spent with Michelle, | observed some of the

same characteristics in her classroom that had existed in my own
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classrooms in previous years. First and foremost, | noticed the
children. Many of the children came from diverse and often
disadvantaged backgrounds which offered few, if any, early literacy
experiences. Next, | observed the importance that Michelle placed on
creating a classroom environment rich in educational experiences.
These experiences were geared not only toward educational
development for the class in general, but were also experiences that
met the needs of each individual child. | knew from my own
involvement in similar situations that many of these experiences
had not been afforded Michelle's students prior to beginning school.

Michelle told me that she viewed her students differently than
she would have had they not been considered at-risk. She held
distinct expectations about what her students would accomplish
during the school year based on their earlier experiences and the
many external factors that influenced their lives. | saw Michelle put
into practice her beliefs about teaching and about at-risk children,
beliefs that gave her the security to make the intuitive decisions
necessary to create a learning environment for her students.

| also found that Michelle created a learning environment
reflective of key strategies and models proposed for at-risk
learners by prominent educational researchers. These learning
theories include the use of a natural learning environment
(Rousseau, 1962); a curriculum rich in language through the use of
children's literature (Durkin, 1966; Morrow, 1983; Nino & Brunner,
1978; Teale, 1984); reading and writing activities (Clay, 1975); and
a developmentally appropriate, child-centered curricuium (Dewey,

1966; Piaget, 1969). Furthermore, the curriculum that she used

Xiv



reflected her own personal beliefs that all children can learn and
that each student is a different and unique learner. Just as Dewey
suggested so long ago, Michelle focused on building the bridges
needed for her students to succeed.

The more opportunity | had to observe Michelle interacting
with her students, the more | understood how influential teachers'
beliefs were to the task of teaching. | realized that Michelle's
beliefs were strong and of extreme importance to her as a teacher. |
also came to know that teachers' professional beliefs refiect both
theoretical knowledge about the task of teaching and the deep,
innermost personal feelings that guide actions. In addition, | came
to understand from my own experience and the experience of
observing Michelle, that teachers' values and beliefs are key
components to how they respond to different situational demands
and various populations of students.

After the completion of my case study, there were still many
questions left unanswered. Although | understood that teachers'
beliefs influenced their teaching, | wanted to know more;
specifically about how this happened. How do teachers' beliefs
influence the way they teach? What is the influence of the at-risk
child on teachers' beliefs of teaching? Because of these lingering

questions | wanted to explore the concept of teacher beliefs in more

depth.
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CHAPTER |
An Introduction To The Study

If a child is to keep alive his inborn sense of
wonder, he needs the companionship of at least one
adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the
joy, excitement and mystery of the world we live

n (Carson, 1990)

For many children, one of the most important adults in their
lives is their classroom teacher. What teachers do and how they do
it greatly influences the extent to which children learn. Some
teachers readily embrace the challenges of preparing children for a
better and more productive life than that of previous generations
and become for children the companions needed "to keep alive an
inborn sense of wonder" (Carson, 1990). Other teachers do not
assume this role or do not assume the role on a regular basis. Why,
then, do teachers do what they do in their classrooms?

Three approaches to answering this question have dominated
research on classroom practice over the past twenty years. Some
researchers have focused on the connection between how educational
theory has influenced classroom practice (Harste & Burke, 1980;
Clark & Peterson, 1986; Porter & Brophy, 1988). Other researchers

have examined why teachers select certain classroom practices by
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investigating the context of teaching, including teachers' personal
and practical knowledge, classroom events, and the dynamics of
student populations (Schwab, 1970; Clandinin, 1985; Doyle & Ponder,
1975; Stephens & Clyde, 1985; Cooper & Speech, 1990; Koehler,
1988; Slavin & Madden, 1989; Gambrell, 1990). While these two
approaches have shown that classroom practices are influenced by
multiple factors, they have not completely explained why teachers
do what they do.

A third approach has examined what influences teaching by
investigating teachers' beliefs (e.g. Elbaz, 1981; Nespor, 1985;
Kinzer & Carrick, 1986). This perspective attempts to reveal the
reason individual teachers respond in particular ways to different
situations and different students. It assumes that teachers' beliefs
are the impetus for all that occurs in the classroom, from
interaction with students to the management of classroom
environments and the implementation of the curriculum. By
identifying teachers' beliefs, researchers have attempted to explain
what guides teacher decisions, actions, and interactions.

The investigation of teachers' beliefs, however, has proven to
be a very complex endeavor. Researchers have not agreed on a
definition for teachers' beliefs and thus, generalizations from the
existing literature are tentative at best. The issue is further
complicated by the uniqueness of teachers' educational knowledge as
well as the individual feelings, emotions, and life experiences which
form their beliefs. Finally, because of the dynamic nature of
teaching, teachers' beliefs may be continually modified by the

presence of individual students in the classroom and the content of



the curriculum being taught. In spite of these complexities, it is
important to continue to study teachers' beliefs in an effort to

understand why teachers do what they do in the classroom. This is

the focus for my study.

Background Of The Study

In this section, | will define teachers' beliefs in relationship
to the task of teaching. In addition, | will discuss the relationship
between teachers' beliefs and two external factors (early literacy
instruction and at-risk children), and classroom practice. Also
discussed are assumptions made about teachers' beliefs which are
supported by previous research studies and are congruent with the

present investigation.

Defining Teachers' Beliefs
There is little agreement among researchers about an

acceptable definition for the term "teacher beliefs." Beliefs are
difficult to define; thus, many researchers use a variety of abstract
terms synonymously with the word "belief." For example, Nespor
(1985) used multiple terms such as "ideologies," “theories," or
"opinion systems" in her definition of beliefs. Similarly, other
researchers followed Nespor's approach by using such terms as
“faith,” "trust,” "opinion," "those things thought or supposed,” as well
as "propositions accepted as true" (Fenstermacher, 1978 & 1986;

Green, 1971, Eisenhart, Shrum, Harding & Cuthbert, 1987).



4
More concrete terms have also been used to describe teachers'

beliefs. Beliefs have been defined by some as one of the categories
of teachers' thought processes that include teachers' knowledge,
ptanning, practice and decisions (Clark & Peterson, 1986). Harste
and Burke (1977) defined teachers' beliefs as "teacher decisions”
while Duffy and Ball (1986) discussed beliets in terms of "cognition”
and "conceptual frameworks" which lead teachers to teach in one
particular way as opposed to another. Clark and Peterson (1986)
referred to teachers' theories and beliefs as "the rich store of
knowledge teachers have that affects their planning and their

interactive thoughts and decisions" (p. 11).

Another perspective for defining teacher beliefs evolved from
an attempt to understand how knowledge and beliefs are related.
Nespor (1985) stated that beliefs reflect knowledge and are
important influences on the ways tasks are conceptualized and
learning takes place. Harste and Burke (1985) focused on knowledge
as the basis for practice and concluded that all practice is theory-
driven.

On the other hand, Price (cited in Smith & Shepard, 1988)
reported over twenty years ago that beliefs and knowledge are
distinct because knowledge is based upon facts while beliefs are
based upon supposition. Similarly, Smith & Shepard (1988)
suggested that beliefs and knowledge are different because beliefs
are akin to emotional attitudes or propositions.

Price defined a belief as "that which an individual holds to be
true" (p. 20). While this definition states simply what teachers'

beliefs are, further clarification is needed. | have, therefore,



expanded upon Price's definition. For the purpose of this study
teachers' beliefs are defined as those propositions teachers hold to
be true as a result of various external and internal influences.
External influences that impact teachers' beliefs result from
various knowledge sources such as theoretical knowledge, personal
and professional knowledge, and knowledge gained from life
experiences. These influences include external factors such as the
content being taught, specific populations of children, and the
classroom environment. Internal influences that impact teachers'
beliefs are those insights and values that drive teachers' behavior as

well as internalized knowledge and/or theories resulting from life

experiences.

Teachers' Beliefs About A Specific Content Area: Early Literacy

Instruction

As already noted, teachers' beliefs may be influenced by a
variety of external factors. One external factor is the content to be
taught. For the purpose of this study, | examined teachers' beliefs
about early literacy instruction. The term "early literacy
instruction” refers to the various philosophies, strategies, and
methods that teachers use as they teach young children to read and
write.

In the early grades, literacy instruction is one of the most
important areas of pedagogy. One reason for its importance is that
many influences outside of the classroom impact upon literacy
instruction. For example, parents expect that their children will

learn to read and write early in their educational experience and



they hold teachers accountable for imparting this knowledge.
Similarly, society holds teachers accountable, even at the most
basic level, for their students' success or failure in literacy.
Finally, teachers set high standards regarding their responsibility
for literacy instruction. Because of the numerous pressures placed
upon teachers of early literacy, it is important that researchers
continue to examine what teachers do as they teach young children
to read and write.

Historically, little is known about what teachers have done as
they implemented literacy curricula other than to follow a
prescribed pedagogical format for literacy instruction. Prior to
1977, virtually no research investigated teacher beliefs about
reading (Belli et al.,, 1977). Since that time, however, numerous
studies have been conducted that report that teachers do have
beliefs about early literacy instruction and teach in accordance with
their beliefs (Kagan & Smith, 1988; Mills & Clyde, 1991; Stephens &
Clyde, 1985). According to some researchers, teachers hold implicit
theories about how reading should be taught and often behave in
ways which validate these beliefs (Barr & Duffy, 1978; Gove, 1981;
Harste & Burke, 1977). Other studies have focused on how reading
and writing are taught in relationship to different philosophies of
literacy (Morrow, 1989; Strickiand & Morrow, 1989; Goodman, 1985).
Few studies, however, have investigated the connection between
teachers' beliefs about early literacy instruction and what they
actually do in the classroom. Thus, by describing and reporting why

teachers do what they do in the classroom in relationship to early
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literacy instruction, a clearer understanding of the connection made

between teachers' beliefs and classroom practice may result.

Teachers' Beliefs About A Specific_Student Population: At-Risk

Children

Another external factor to be explored in relationship to

teachers' beliefs is the impact of the student on classroom practice.
Classrooms of the past included a wide variety of children who came
from all walks of life, but only a few of whom were considered to be
at-risk. Today, the composition of many of our schools has changed
from a few at-risk students in a few classrooms to schools
comprised entirely of at-risk students.

Just as with teachers' beliefs, there are various and
conflicting definitions about the term at-risk, and who at-risk
children really are. Two basic definitions of the at-risk child are
found in the literature. According to Slavin and Madden (1989), "the
at-risk child is one who is in danger of failing to complete his or her
education with an adequate level of skills" (p.4). In a similar vein,
Greer (1991) defined at-risk children as "those children who are at-
risk of not developing to their potential and not succeeding in
school" (p. 390). Payne & Payne (1991) support Greer's definition in
their research by stating that at-risk learners are those who are not
achieving up to their potential and not meeting the expectations of
the teacher.

Levin (1988), however, makes a much different assumption in
his definition. He defined at-risk students as students who will fail

to succeed in school because of the way schools are presently



constituted. The reason for this is that students' families and
community environments are totally different from that of the
school; thus, children have no basis for understanding what is
expected of them at school. It is apparent that one definition places
the blame for potential failure on the child while the other places
the blame on the school for not recognizing and conforming to the
outside influences that impact the child as a iearner.

There are numerous contributing factors that have led to an
increase in the at-risk student population. One factor is that
approximately 30 million people in the U.S. live in poverty. One out
of every five are children (Reed & Sautter, 1990). Homelessness is
another contributing factor. Out of an estimated 3 million homeless
people in the U.S., 220,000 were children and 65,000 of those
children did not attend school (National Center for Educational
Statistics, 1991). Other members of the at-risk population include
many children from single parent families and minorities (Frymier,
1992).

The dramatic increase in the at-risk student population alone
presents a valid reason for studying teachers' beliefs about these
children (Hodgkinson, 1988). Another reason is that both veteran and
novice teachers may not be prepared to teach children whose
experiences prior to entering school are not the same as mainstream
America.

It also appears that at-risk students influence teachers'
beliefs about the task of teaching. Levin (1988) strongly suggests
that understanding what teachers do as they teach may be the key to

reducing failure for at-risk students. Thus, by examining why



teachers do what they do in the classroom when teaching at-risk
children and understanding how teachers' beliefs about at-risk
children influence the task of teaching may enhance the likelihood of

educational success for these children.

The Interrelationships Between Teacher Beliefs, Early literacy

Instruction, And The At-Risk Child

It is apparent that teachers' beliefs are very complex, difficult

to define, and somewhat confusing. When the influence of the
aforementioned external factors are examined in relationship to
teachers' beliefs, comprehending the task of teaching becomes even
more complex.

In this study two external factors, the content (early literacy
instruction) and the student (at-risk), are examined in relationship
to teachers' belief systems. To date, only one other study has
examined the interrelationship between these external factors and
teachers' beliefs. Dillon (1989) used a case study to examine one
teacher's beliefs about reading and writing and the creation of a
learning environment for at-risk secondary students. By
constructing the social organization of the classroom from factors
gleaned from the students' backgrounds, the teacher established an
open environment in which the students felt free to take risks and in
which successful learning took place. This teacher was successful
because he did not conform to any model for teaching other than his
own. His model was based on his life experiences, his experiences
as a teacher, his knowledge, beliefs, and actions. At the conclusion

of her study Dillon suggested that future research was needed that
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addresses the issue of teachers' beliefs as they impact reading and

writing for at-risk students at the primary level. This suggestion
paved the way for the present study.

There are numerous studies that address reading instruction
for at-risk students at all levels (Roser, Hoffman & Farest, 1990;
Dillon, 1989; Vacca & Padak, 1990). These studies, however, do not
acknowledge teachers' beliefs as a factor which influences reading
instruction for at-risk children. Despite abundant research on the
various components of this study, to my knowledge there are no
studies that have explored the variables related to how teachers'
beliefs impact the way they teach at-risk first grade students to
read and write. Understanding the influence of these two factors on
teachers' beliefs is paramount to educators as they prepare to teach

all children in the 1990s and beyond.

Assumptions And Theoretical Framework For The Study

While researchers have approached the study of teachers'
beliefs from a variety of perspectives, there are commonalties in
the underlying assumptions of their work which | have incorporated
into the theoretical framework for this study. The first assumption
is that teachers' beliefs guide what they do in the classroom, and
that these beliefs play a significant role in shaping curricular
decisions and classroom learning experiences for students. Included
in this assumption is the idea that teachers' practices are firmly
rooted in their beliefs about learning and reflect personal and

professional knowledge (Mills & Clyde, 1991). In addition, teachers'
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plans and actions are filtered through their beliefs (Stern and

Shaveison, 1983).

A second assumption guiding this study was that external
factors affect teachers' beliefs. These external factors may include
the content being taught (early literacy instruction), the population
of students (at-risk children), the administrative requirements,
state and federal guidelines, etc. (Duffy & Anderson, 1982; Duffy,
1983; Lampert, 1985). When external factors complement teachers'
beliefs, classroom practice and beliefs are compatible. When these
factors interfere with teachers' beliefs, classroom practice and
beliefs are disjointed. In addition, teachers have beliefs about
specific external factors. For example, if teachers truly believe
that all children are capable of learning, then their pedagogical
practice will reflect the highest standards regardless of the student
population. Because teachers have beliefs based on their personal
and professional knowledge as well as external factors, classroom
practice is ultimately shaped by the interrelationship of these
components (Nespor, 1985).

A third assumption of this study was that teachers are capable
of articulating their beliefs given the opportunity to do so. Watson,
Burke & Harste (1989) implied that in order for teachers to become
completely aware of the scope of learning opportunities they are
offering their students, they should first examine their own belief
systems about teaching, learning, and the uniqueness of individual
children. This examination requires a reflective thought process,
which in the past has not been an important component of teacher

education. Recent research endeavors have centered on classroom
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teachers engaged in reflective thinking and have demonstrated that
teachers are able to articulate their beliefs through a variety of
reflective activities (Argyrus & Schon, 1975; Bussis, Chittemdem,

and Amarel, 1976; Goodman & Watson, 1977; Spodek, 1988).
Purpose Of The Study

The purpose of this study was to examine and describe the
influence of teachers' beliefs on literacy instruction for at-risk
first graders. The goals were to report what teachers say they
believe about teaching a specific content and a specific population
of children, and to observe and report the connection between what
they say they do and what they actually do in the classroom.

The following questions provided a basis of inquiry and
initially guided the collection of data for this study:

1. What are teachers' beliefs about instructing young at-

risk children to read and write?

2. What do teachers say they do as they instruct young at-

risk children to read and write?

3. What do teachers actually do as they instruct young at-

risk children to read and write?

Two additional questions were implied from these three:

4, What influences teachers' instructional decisions as they

teach young at-risk children to read and write?

5. Are there congruencies between teachers' stated beliefs

and their teaching practice?
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Rationale for Methodology

For the purpose of this research, a multiple case study design
was used. Yin (1984) described the case study design as "an
empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon
within its real-life context, when the boundaries between
phenomena and context are not clearly evident and in which multiple
sources of evidence are used" (p. 23). Case study design was
appropriate for this study because it allowed inquiry into the
experiences of the subjects, while allowing the events that were
taking place in the environment to remain virtually uninterrupted
(Knowles, 1988). Case study methodology was well suited to attain
an understanding of the teachers' beliefs from the teachers' own
points of view (Yin, 1991). The subjects were five first grade
classroom teachers who taught in five different high risk schools in
one school district.

In this study, several sources of evidence were used: frequent
and prolonged observation (Sanjek, 1990; Jorgensen, 1989), focused
and open-ended interviews (Yin, 1984), and a reflective activity
completed by the teachers (Meyerson, 1993). In addition, The
Propositions of Reading Inventory (Duffy & Metheny, 1979) was used
to elicit teachers' pedagogical beliefs about reading instruction.
Information from these sources was triangulated (Mathison, 1988)
in an attempt to understand and describe how important teachers'

beliefs are to teaching at-risk first graders to read and write. A
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fully developed explanation of the specifics for this study appears in

Chapter IlI.

Limitations Of The Study

The focus of this study was twofold. First, the purpose was to
investigate and document how beliefs articulated by teachers were
actualized in their practice. The second purpose was to observe and
describe how teachers' beliefs impacted early literacy instruction
for at-risk first grade students. This study did not attempt to
compare practices among teachers. Rather, the attempt was to
explore and describe what teachers do as they teach at-risk first
grade children to read and write. Findings from this study are not
generalizable to the greater population; however, findings may be
generalized to theory (Yin, 1984). It is anticipated that the insights
gained and the conclusions derived from the data will add to the
body of knowledge and strengthen the research theories available on
teachers' beliefs.

Three limitations are commonly cited in case study research:
the small sample size; the inability to generalize the findings to the
general population; and the limitation of the response effect. The
sample for this study consisted of five first grade teachers. It was
anticipated that data collected from this sample would adequately
answer the questions generated at the outset of this study. It was
further assumed that from the multiple sources of data gathered

there would be adequate information available to describe teachers'
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beliets as they affect early literacy instruction for at-risk

students.

Response effect is also a limitation of this study. This term
refers to the likelihood that the subjects of the study will give
"inaccurate or incorrect responses" (Borg & Gall, 1983) based on
what they think the researcher would like to hear. Montgomery
(1990) outlined certain measures that the researcher can take to
minimize this limitation: (a) inform the subjects about the project,
(b) assure the subjects confidentiality will be maintained, (c) make
interview appointments in advance, (d) forward a letter of
explanation about the project to the subjects, and (e) allow for short
as well as in-depth answers from the subjects: To minimize
response effect, all of these measures were incorporated in this

study.
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CHAPTER II
Review Of The Literature

The literature review is divided into four sections based upon
topics central to this investigation. Although the literature is
replete with studies about teachers' beliefs in various areas of
education, there is a dearth of research regarding teachers' beliefs
as related to the task of teaching young at-risk children to read and
write. The research germane to this present study involved
Teachers' Beliefs About the Task of Teaching, Teachers’ Beliefs
About Early Literacy Instruction, Teachers’ Beliefs About the At-
Risk Student, and Teachers’ Beliefs About Early Literacy Instruction
For At-Risk Students, Interrelating Factors of the Study.

Each section is comprised of two parts presented in
chronological order--studies which review the research related to
the topic, followed by individual studies. The structure of
presentation for each of the individual studies reviewed includes the
purpose, subjects, methodology, and major findings. Only those
studies completed since 1980 which are considered relevant to this

study are included. A summary will be found at the end of each

section.
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Section One: Teachers' Beliefs About The Task Of Teaching

This section of the literature review examines studies that
form the theoretical framework for understanding teachers' beliefs
related to the task of teaching and teachers' beliefs as related to
practice. Included here are research studies that describe teachers’
thinking, planning, and decision-making processes as well as the
influence of both persona! and theoretical knowledge on teachers'
beliefs. In reviewing these studies, the reader should keep in mind
the complexity of defining teachers' beliefs as discussed in Chapter
| and the fact that authors use a variety of terms synonymously with

the term beliefs.

Reviews of research related to teachers' beliefs

In a comprehensive review of the literature spanning nearly
two decades, Munby (1981) addressed the issue of teachers' beliefs
as related to teacher thinking, planning, and decision-making. The
purpose for reviewing this body of research was to identify and
bring to the attention of educators the varied and complex beliefs
that teachers hold which ultimately drive planning and teaching.
Munby's review was divided into three sections. The first section
reviewed two prevalent models in research on teacher thinking, the
second discussed several contemporary studies on teacher thinking,
and the final section outlined a methodology for studying teachers'
beliefs and described a single case study that addressed the
complexities of understanding a teacher's belief system. Munby

concluded that research on what teachers do in the classroom, i.e.
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classroom practice, addressed only teacher thinking and paid little

attention to what one might call teachers' beliefs. He suggested
that more attention be directed specifically to teachers' beliefs,
theories and repertories of understandings, and to ways in which
these might be understood.

Shavelson and Stern (1981) conducted a similar review of
research on teachers' pedagogical thoughts, judgments and decision-
making. The purpose of their work was to assess the progress made
over the past decade on improving teachers' practice and to identify
future areas of needed research. They found that two fundamental
assumptions could be made about teachers' thought processes. First,
it was found that teachers are rational professionals who make
judgments and carry out decisions in an uncertain, complex
environment, the classroom, and second, that teachers' behavior is
guided by their thoughts, judgments, and decisions. Findings
revealed that instructors’' thinking and decision-making profoundly
influenced what students learn.

The significance of teachers' beliefs to the understanding of
teachers' thinking, planning and decision-making cannot be
overemphasized. However, the bulk of the research on teacher
thinking has focused on teachers' interactive decision-making and
planning, with relatively few studies specifically addressing
teachers' beliefs. Clark & Peterson (1986) pointed out that
investigations of teachers' beliefs are central to a complete and
useful understanding of thought processes in teaching. The purpose
for Clark & Peterson's research was twofold. First, they wanted to

describe the mental lives of teachers, and second their intent was to
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understand and explain how and why the observable activities of

teachers' professional lives take on the forms and functions they do.
Their goal for reviewing the body of research on teachers' thought
processes was "“to construct a portrayal of the cognitive psychology
of teaching for use by educational theorists, research, policy
makers, curriculum designers, teacher educators, school
administrators and practicing teachers" (p.255).

Clark and Peterson accomplished their goals by conducting an
extensive meta-analysis of data collected from numerous studies
over the past decade. They concluded that teachers' theories and
beliefs represent the rich store of knowledge that educators have,
which affects their planning and their interactive thoughts and
decisions. While no single study has documented every aspect of the
thought processes of teachers, Clark & Peterson's research presents
a more complete picture of the teacher as a reflective and

thoughtful professional.

Research studies related to teachers' beliefs

Banach (1984) conducted a study to investigate the degree to
which teachers' beliefs about instructional practice influence
teachers' behavior. Banach also looked at the degree to which
teachers' assumptions about instructional practices influence the
perceptions of their students.

The sample included 182 elementary teachers from Goodlad's
Study of Schooling (1984). The method Banach used was a paper and
pencil inventory based on the work of Kerlinger (1967) to explore

teachers' beliefs. Banach assessed teacher practice through
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questionnaires, interviews, and direct observation of instruction.

Basing her judgments on the belief dimensions of teacher discipline,
control, and student participation, Banach categorized the teachers
into systems which described the teachers as autocrats,
strategists, laissez-faire, or democrat and revealed teaching
behaviors that distinguished them according to their philosophical
belief systems and teaching behaviors.

Through discriminate content analysis Banach found that
teachers' instructional beliefs were generally consistent with their
teaching behaviors. Banach found that, "educational beliefs do
influence teaching practices thereby contributing to the context in
which learning occurs" (p.16). One of the implications Banach
brought forth for further study was the need for in-depth case
studies and longitudinal surveys of teachers' instructional beliefs
under varying school conditions.

While Banach looked at how beliefs influence teachers'
behavior and ultimately student learning, Clandinin (1985)
investigated the how and why of teachers' practice. She theorized
that teachers develop and use a special kind of knowledge that is
neither theoretical in the sense of theories of learning, teaching,
and curriculum, or practical in the sense of knowing about children.
This knowledge is blended with beliefs, personal background, and
characteristics of the teachers and is expressed by the teacher in
particular situations. Clandinin called this knowledge "personal
practical knowledge" and explained that the study of personal
practical knowledge begins in the study of practice. The teacher's

personal practical knowledge is revealed through interpretations of
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observed practice over time and it is given meaning through the
reconstruction of the teacher's narrative of experience.

The purpose of Clandinin's study was to understand the
implementation of curriculum innovations in the classroom and to
acknowledge the body of knowledge that teachers have in order to
explain how and why they do what they do in the classroom. Two
primary teachers participated in a qualitative study; one, a former
early childhood teacher with 12 years of experience teaching
kindergarten, the other, an elementary school teacher with 12 years
ot experience teaching inner city children. Data collection lasted
over a two year period within two classrooms. In both situations,
the researcher participated in classroom activities with the
children and observed classroom occurrences. In addition to field
notes, two unstructured, open-ended interviews were conducted
followed by focused interviews. Findings from the study indicated
that the concept of understanding personal practical knowledge, as a
language and as a perspective for viewing school practice, allows
educators to more fully value the knowledge held by teachers.

In a more detailed study, Nespor's (1985) Teachers' Belief
Study (TBS) investigated the structures and functions of teachers'
belief systems. This two year study conducted at the Center for the
Study of Teaching at the University of Texas, explored the nature and
functions of teachers' beliefs across different domains of activity
in a variety of contextual arenas and work settings. The goal of the
study was to clarify not only the "what" of teaching and how
classroom performance is influenced, but also the "why" of teaching.

The study was conducted to provide insight into the reasons
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teachers do what they do in the classroom. Nespor accomplished

this by investigating teachers' perceptions of teaching tasks and
processes, how their beliefs and behaviors were shaped, and the
constraints placed on teachers' beliefs by outside influences.
Nespor assumed that teachers' actions are often guided by their
beliefs, theories, and the models that influence teaching. The study
also addressed factors such as the contexts of teaching and the

teachers' perceptions regarding the important influence of text on

their practice.
The subjects of the TBS were eight teachers who taught in

three different school districts. Data were collected in several
ways including classroom videotaping and teacher interviews. The
data were analyzed by both teacher and researcher using Bloom's
(1954) ‘"stimulated recall”, and Kelly's (1955) "repertory grid"

technique.

Findings from the data indicated that:

1. Belief systems frequently contain propositions or
assumptions about the existence or nonexistence of
entities.

2. Beliefs serve as means of defining goals and tasks, whereas
knowledge systems come into play where goals and the
paths to their attainment are well-defined.

3. Belietf systems can be said to rely much more heavily on
effective and evaluative components than knowledge
systems. 4. Beliets often derive their subjective power,
authority, and legitimacy from particular episodes or
events.

5. Belief systems are less malleable or dynamic than
knowledge systems.

6. Beliets can be described as loosely-bounded systems with
highly variable and uncertain linkages to events, situations,
and knowledge systems (p. 318-324).
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Findings of the TBS suggest that if educators want to know

why teachers do what they do in the classroom, "they must pay
attention to the goals teachers pursue and to their subjective
interpretations of classroom processes" (p. 325). In addition to the
findings, several basic conclusions were drawn from the data. First,
results indicated that there was much to learn about the factors
that impact certain decisions made by classroom teachers.
Secondly, results revealed a strong need to continue investigating
the area of teachers' beliefs as a way to inform current classroom
practice. Findings also provided an understanding that there is a
way to improve teacher training programs as educators develop
curricula for pre-service teachers.

In a follow-up study conducted in 1987, Nespor addressed the
structure and function of teachers' beliefs concerning their teaching
roles, their students, and the subjects they taught. This study was
grounded in a body of field-based research on teacher thinking, the
TBS, and was to serve as a model for systematic and comparative
investigations of belief systems. Subjects for this study were the
same eight teachers who participated in the TBS. All teachers had
at least two years of experience in either seventh or eighth grades.
Two types of interviews were used, semi-structured interviews and
repertory grid interviews, approximating a total of 20 hours.

Findings suggest. that the contexts and environments within
which teachers work, and many of the problems they encounter, are
ill-defined and deeply entangled, and that beliefs are particularly
suited for making sense of such contexts. Nespor concluded that by

understanding the nature of teachers' beliefs the complexity of
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teaching and refining pedagogy in the eyes of many educators will be

clarified. To understand the nature of teaching, one must understand
teachers’ thought processes about teaching and the belief systems
that drive those processes. One of the significant aspects of the
Nespor study was found in the contributions made to the
improvement of teacher education.

In a similar study, Spodek (1987) investigated teachers’
practice in relationship to their beliefs. His thesis was that in
order to understand teachers' actions, teachers must first
understand their thought processes. The stated purpose of this
study was "to identify the theories-in-use that underlie the day-to-
day classroom decisions of preschool teachers," (p. 197).

Subjects of the study were four preschool teachers. They were
observed four times each for periods of from 40 to 60 minutes.
Interviews were conducted regarding the teacher's thought
processes during decision-making, and later their stated thoughts
were dichotomized into value beliefs and scientific concepts. An
analysis of the data resulted in designation of twelve categories
that were organized according to the content of teachers' thoughts,
such as class management, planning and organization, instructional
processes, children's needs, evaluation and assessment.

Findings suggested variation in the complexity of teachers'
thought processes as indicated by the large number and range of
concepts and beliefs u'nderlying teachers' decisions. For example,
out of the 730 different beliefs and concepts reported by the four
teachers, only eight were held in common for the group which would

suggest that their beliefs were more personal than theoretical.
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Spodek also found that few of the theories used by the teachers

were grounded in reliable knowledge of child development and
learning theory.

Understanding the nature and complexity of teachers' beliefs in
relation to the compiexity of teaching was the focus of Kagen &
Smith's (1988) research. Their purpose was to examine
relationships between teachers' philosophic beliefs and behaviors.
They also examined the cognitive plans of kindergarten teachers in
terms of being either child-centered or teacher-structured. The
subjects of this study were fifty-one kindergarten teachers in three
public school districts in metropolitan Omaha. Fifty of the teachers
were female and the range of professional experience for the entire
sample was from one to twenty years. Data were gathered from
various instruments which assessed teachers' cognitive style,
teaching ideology, classroom behavior, and occupational stress.
Teachers' cognitive styles were measured through the
administration of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (Myers and
McCaulley, 1985), and the Inquiry Mode Questionnaire (Harrison and
Bramson, 1977, 1982). Occupational stress was assessed with the
Teacher Occupational Stress Factor Questionnaire (Clark, 1980).
Teachers' attitudes and beliefs about structuring kindergarten
classes was assessed using the Teacher Belief Rating Scale (Verma
and Peters, 1975), and teachers' classroom behavior was evaluated
with the Teacher Structure Checklist (Webster, 1972). In addition
to teachers self-reported beliefs, outside raters observed in each
classroom for two hours recording verbal interactions and 'mapping'

teacher/student interaction.
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Chi square analysis revealed significant correlations (p <.05)

between teachers' stated attitudes and behaviors and those
behaviors observed by outside raters. Teachers who endorsed child-
centered classrooms were found to use more child initiated
activities and less teacher structured activities. These teachers
also had a clearer perception of their own attitudes and behavior in
the child-centered classroom.

Two important findings resulted from this research. First,
Kagen and Smith found that teachers' self-reported beliefs and
behaviors were strongly consistent with the outside raters’
observations. They also found that the teachers' cognitive styles
could be explained in general terms as the characteristic ways
individuals perceive, organize, and evaluate information, often
including aspects of personality. As a result of their findings, Kagen
& Smith concluded that kindergarten teachers did appear to
operationalize their beliefs about the best way to teach young
children and were quite accurate in their own perceptions of the

tearning environment they had created.

Conclusion

Research findings have been remarkably consistent in
establishing the relationship between teachers' beliefs and teachers'
behaviors as characterized by practice and student learning.
However, research studies prior to 1980 appeared to ignore the
value of investigating teachers' beliefs in relation to practice. It

was not until the early 1980s that researchers began reporting
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teachers' beliefs as a reflection of classroom behavior and what

they expected in the way of learning outcomes for their students.

Researchers discovered that teachers do not always base their
practice solely on theoretical beliefs, knowledge, or on practical
experiences but seem to integrate these factors into their own
belief systems. It appears that teacher knowledge is not always
theory based, nor does it always result from practical experience,
but the combination helps form the belief system which determines
how teachers think, plan and make decisions which ultimately result
in practice. Based on the research reported in this review, there
does appear to be a high level of congruency between teachers'
beliefs and their practice. This view serves as support for my study
as it indicates a need for addressing the task of teaching and
specifically how teachers' beliefs influence practice.

Nespor's study, for example, is critical to my research because
it serves not only as a basis for understanding teachers' beliefs
about the task of teaching, but also draws on other research involved
with the nature of "entangled" environments which could easily
relate to the at-risk environments found in my study. For this
reason, | believe it is paramount to understand the impact that
teachers' beliefs have on this particular student population as well

as on the task of teaching.
Section Two: Teachers' Beliefs About Early Literacy Instruction

Any attempt to provide the best possible education for

children must focus on the classroom teacher (Seefeldt, 1988). The
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eftectiveness of the classroom teacher may be influenced by one of

many external factors such the content being taught. This section
reviews research on teachers' beliefs in relationship to how beliefs
influence literacy instruction for children. The studies reviewed
here are not limited to a specific reading instructional paradigm or

one specific population of student.

Reviews of research related to teachers' beliefs abou rly literac
instruction

In a comprehensive review of literature on the relationship
between the reading theories and reading instruction of elementary
grade teachers, Duffy (1981) identified three factors that have the
most influence on practice: (1) the nature of the student, (2) the
commercial reading material used in the school, and (3) the desire or
need to maintain a smooth activity flow. Duffy suggested that the
theories implicit in basal readers are major factors in shaping
observable teaching practice related to reading instruction. The
theory inherent in the reading text may replace the teachers' beliefs
about how reading should be taught. In addition, Duffy listed
demands placed on the teacher such as peer and administrative
pressure, and applicable accountability mandates as factors
influencing teachers' beliefs about their practice.

While Dutfy reviewed the literature on the relationship
between reading theory and reading instruction, Stern & Shavelson
(1983) reviewed research that addressed the issues of teachers'
thinking, planning and decision-making in relationship to reading

instruction. The researchers summarized the major findings from
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the early 1970s to 1981 on how teachers' judgrnents, instructional

planning, and interactive decision-making influenced practice while
acknowledging specifically teachers' behaviors regarding reading
instruction. Stern & Shavelson concluded that teachers form
judgments about pedagogy based on the amount of information they
have on the subject or the student.

Stern & Shavelson suggested that teachers do not plan
instruction based on the way they were trained and that for the most
part planning is unsystematic. The researchers found that decision-
making usually occurred when a routine was not going as planned and
was influenced by a multitude of factors. They also found that
teachers' thinking and decision-making profoundly influenced what
students learn. Stern & Shavelson concluded that “"research on
teachers' judgments, plans, and decisions has contributed to a better
understanding of teaching in general and reading instruction in

particular" (p. 285).

Research studies related to teachers' beliefs about early literacy

instruction

Duffy and Anderson (1984) conducted a four year study which
focused on teacher beliefs about reading. The purpose of the study
was to determine if "reading teachers possess theoretical
orientations which organize and trigger their instructional
behaviors" (p. 97). In an attempt to answer this question, the
researchers used the Conceptual Framework of Reading Interview
(Gove, 1983) (CFRI) to assess teachers' beliefs about reading theory

and reading instruction. The CFRI| was also used to help teachers
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analyze their own belief systems as well as their instructional

decision-making practices.

Over a four year period, the CFRI was administered to 128
graduate students with teaching experience. Data analysis indicated
that when surveyed outside the classroom, teachers could articulate
their theories of reading. However, they were not able to match the
five areas of reading instruction representing two general
categories, "content-centered" and “pupil-centered”, frequently
discussed in the literature.

The findings suggested that teachers' practice was governed by
a complex set of contextual factors or theories. In addition,
teachers' conceptions of reading were associated with their years of
experience. For example, the older and more experienced teachers
tended to reflect "content-centered" concepts, while younger, less
experienced teachers tended toward “pupil-centered" concepts.
Findings also indicated that teachers possess implicit beliefs about
reading; however, initial findings did not support the contention that
teachers' beliets about reading reflected those discussed in the
literature. For that reason, Duffy and Anderson extended their study
to include observation procedures to gain another perspective of how
teachers' theoretical beliefs about reading were put into practice.

Field studies were conducted for the next three years. The
teachers were observed to determine the relationship between
conceptions about reading and instructional practices. Eleven
teachers representing grades one through six in three geographical
areas were the subjects. Four teachers were from a group of

Michigan State University graduate students and four teachers were
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nominated for the study by their school administrators and other

reading educators. Each teacher was observed in early September,
early December, mid-February and late April. In addition, each
teacher was interviewed formally and informally during the year. A
second group of primary teachers was selected to represent
different theories or views as revealed by the CFRI. Teachers
selected were from both high and low socioeconomic schools as well
as from schools where there was flexibility in regard to the reading
program used.

Findings reported that teachers possess a variety of beliefs
about reading as measured by the instrument but upon observation
congruence between teachers' practice and their belief systems
about reading was not strong. The researchers concluded that
teachers made decisions about what to do for a variety of reasons,
that the teaching context seemed to be more powerful than any
particular theoretical belief, and that instruction appeared to be
based more on the basal textbook than on the espoused reading
theory used by the individual teacher.

Unlike the Duffy and Anderson study, the purpose of Kinzer &
Carrick's (1986) study was to differentiate between a dual belief
system that explained not only the process of reading, that is, how

reading takes place, but also how reading develops. The questions

examined were:

1) Can teachers' beliefs be differentiated within explanations
for how reading takes place and how it develops?

2) Are teachers' beliefs about how reading takes place and how
reading develops related to their instructional decisions?



32

3) Do teachers' beliefs about how reading takes place and how
reading develops differentially affect their instructional

decision-making?

The subjects of their study were 27 experienced first-,
second-, and third-grade teachers randomly selected. Kinzer and
Carrick investigated, through questionnaires, how belief systems
influence teaching decisions. Two sets of questions consisting of
three subsets of statements were used to elicit explanations for
how reading takes place, i.e. how reading happens (textbook, reader-
based or interactive) and how reading develops, i.e. how reading is
acquired (skills, holistic or differential acquisition). Additionally,
the teachers were asked to read nine lesson plans, three each in the
areas of vocabulary, comprehension, and syllabication, and respond
to which best suited their teaching style. Data were analyzed using
Chi-Square and Phi and Cramer's V coefficients. Findings reveal that
the majority of teachers chose reader-based and holistic
explanations for how reading takes place and develops respectively.
Additional findings suggests strong relationships between how
reading takes place and teachers' choices of vocabulary lessons, and
the relationship between how reading develops and teachers' choices
of vocabulary and comprehension lessons.

In response to the research questions posed by Kinzer and
Carrick, it was found that teachers do have differing belief systems,
but that teachers show more consistent patterns of lesson choice
within their beliefs about how reading develops than about how
reading takes place. The researchers concluded that these results
reflect the fact that teachers may be influenced more by practical

considerations than by theoretical considerations.
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Wing (1989) conducted a study similar to Kinzer and Carrick's

by examining the relationship between teachers' beliefs and their
instructional decisions as they taught young children. In addition to
investigating how teachers' beliefs influenced practice, Wing also
looked at preschool children's conceptions of reading and writing.
Two nursery school programs were selected because of the ditfering
curriculum views espoused about reading and writing instruction.
One site was a Montessori school wh