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ABSTRACT

Focusing on *he way *eachars concep*ualize readin
"and on whether these CDHEEptlQﬂS influence instructional practicé
study was undertaken u+ilizing a propositional invantory and a
~naturalistic field study. The propositional invertory was used in two
+eacher surveys: the firs* included 602 t=2achers and sought to
determine their conceptions of reading; the second included 257
. *oachers and attemp*ad *o establish relationships between their
-.demographic data and %heir reading concep*ions. Three major findings
" regulted: *eachers-do think in cenceptual pa*+erns, these patterns do
not match the theoretical categories discussa2d in *he reading
1i+erature, and teachar concep*ions ssam to be associa*ed most
strongly with vears of experience. The field study involved 33
‘teachers and produced the €ollowing findings: teachers have more than
one conception of reading, some teachers possess more compl=ax
. conceptions than others, conceptions seem to vary in stabili+y from
" +eacher to teacher, a teachar's reading conception may be related %o .
*th@ grade level +taugh* and *o +the ability level of *he s+udents, and
‘ teoachers do modify and change their conceptions of reading and
- reading instruction over +ime. These findings indicate +ha*t teacher
‘;ccnéeﬁtians of reading are ra2flsct2d in ins+t uc%zgnal practices.
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ocuses on how tedchers conceptualize rveading and whether
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This study

these conceptions influenge instructional practice. 1t is beinp conducted

under the s:-:spices of the Lnstitute for Research on Teaching at Michigan
State Univeisiivy, an NIE funded program of research which focuses on what

teachers thi:+ #5d how such thinking affects instructional decision-making.
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The undergirding hypothesis of this paper is that effective teacher

maki detcisons based on a theory or mental framework (& conception) which

serves as a model against which the instruction is analyzed and decisions

to 5&1&5& a particular alternative or sequence of alternatives from the
utiiverse of possibilities; in short, ¢he teachers analyze and the key té
this ahalysis is a mental anceptian which guides and governs the pattern
of dééisians made. This is not uﬁiiké the phemomenon being Exam;ned by the
Clinical Processes in Reading group of -the IRT CiQ?Q); also, similar
hypotheces are reflected in the writings of Kamil and Pearson (1979),
EEafialE and Chall (19?3),:Cunﬂingham (197?) and Harste and Burke (1977),
among achéfsi
THE_PROBLEM

Consequently, this study is attempting to determine whether Eeacﬁers
\. . ﬁ do haye conceptions of reading, whether these conceptions are reflected in

{
to which a teacher's reading concep-

instructional practices and the degree
- Ee]

tion guides and governs the pattern of instructional decisions in reading.
The pépaf discusses the methodology employed, the results of teacher surveys,
the results of naturalistic classroom studies and the conclusions to date.
METHODOLOGY

Two Kinds of methodology have been employed: teacher surveys using a
Propositional Inventory and naturalistic field studies in twenty-three classrooms.
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The Pr sitional Inventory was designed to serve two major purposes:

to provide exploractory data regarding whether teachers think about reading

"

or

‘I"”"‘
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in conceptual pa and to provide a tool for selecting teachers

observational study. The categorics rerlec ted in cthe instrument were based

on a literature scarch which isolaced five major conceptual views of reading:
linear skills, basal text, natural language, interest and integrated curri-

culum. For each conception, nine propusitions it reflecting that conception

['.n

were selected and placed onm a Likert scale, creating a forty-five item
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instrument. This instrument was then ldmlnlsthLd several times to de

u
Laca}
e |
'y
[
=
o
2
W
-
=

to study the felatianship
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the nature of chetr concept

between certain demographic tedching characteristics and their conceptions

of reading. Detailed information regarding the development and reliability

of the Propositional Inventory is reported elsewhere (Duffy and Me theny, 1978).

The naturalistic field study has been conducted in twenty-three classrooms
and includes teachers from three states who were selected by data ohtained
from the Propositional Inventory and by nomination. As shown in Figure 1,

this aspect of the study contains two strands. The left-hand strand focuses
on determining teacher conceptions, with a Egﬁiepzian being defined as

W . . the sum of the statements the teacher offers as explanations for

the decisions he/she makes aboyt teaching (particularly in reading)." These

statements are collected by "triangulating" (Denzen, 1970, 1978) three sources
- a= 3 .

of data; in this case, the sources ave statements collected aver time from

planned, formal interviews, Irom spontaneous interviews and from comments the

teacher makes to either the pupils or the observer in the process of teaching.

These statements are then categorized and, if a category contains five or

more statements, it is considered to be a conception.

icibility-
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The right hand strand of Figure | focuseés on the study of teacher
practices. Again, three sources of data are collected: {ield notes of
observations, transcripts ot audio tapes of reading periods and analyses of

pupil activities during the reading period. These practices are studied

i
LA

to determine the teacher's instructional paﬁterﬁé in the classroom.

The instructicnal patterns are then comparcd with the teacher's
conceptions to determine whether the categories of statements are reflected
in the teacher's instructional practices. 1f at least five~iﬁ$truc§iénal
activities or patterns reflecting a particular conception are observed and/or

if the time spent in reading activities reflects a conception, it is determined

that the conception gufﬁes and governs the iastructional practice.

RESULTS OF- TEACHER SURVEYS
- %

The Propositional Tnventory has beem used to survey teachers at two
points in time. The first included 602 teachers in three separate adminis-
trations and focused primarily on determiming the nature of conceptions.

The second included 257 teachers an& attempted to establish relationships
Jf * between teachers' demﬁgraphic data éﬁd their conceptions of reading.

Three major findings resulted from these surveys. The first is that
reachers do think about reading in conceptual patterns. Statistical analysis
éf teacher féspﬂn%es-indigaﬁe that chey-dg have conceptions of reading and
that the instrument itself is an c¢{ficient and reliable means for determining
these patéérnsu

The Sééand major finding 1is ﬁhat, while teachers do respond in terms

of conceptual patterns. these patterns do not match the theoretical categories
so frequently discussed in the redding literature. Insteaé, teaﬁheré tend

to tesgaﬂd:iﬁ terms of the more general catepories of "eomtent-centered"” and
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“pupil-centered," with the former encompassing conceptions such as basal
text and linear skills and the latter engcmpassing natural language,
interest and integrated curriculum models.

Finally, a teacher's conception of'reading seems to be assocciated most
strongly with vears of experience. This is reflected in the faet that the
older, more experienced teachers tend to reflect the "content-centered"
conceptions wh;lc the younger and less éxpéfienied teachers reflect more
"pupil-centered" concepticns.

s

RESULTS OF NATURAL1STIC FIELD STUDIES

A}
Because data from the Propositional Inventory suppcrted the hypothesis

that teachers possess conceptions of reading, classroom field studies were

initiated in order to gain more insight regarding the nature of such
conceptions and their interaction with instfchiénalvpractiie. - These field

studies have produced findings regarding the nature of teacher conceptions,

their relationship to instructional practice and the degree to which concep-

5

tions guide and govern such practice.

The Nature of Teacher Conceptions. The results of intensive teacher

interviews and observations suggest seven insights regarding teacher con-

ceptions. First, teachers do have conceptions of reading. 1In fact, all
. k]
4

twenty-three teachers observed made five or more statements about a4 category

of reading or reading instruction, thereby meeting the criterion for having

a conception of reading. ~ ‘ .

The second insight is that more teachers have more than one conception

of reading. In fact, of the twenty-three teachers studied, twenty had two

or more conceptions of reading. This can be seen in Figure 2, which is

a graphic representation of the conceptions of two teachers. _Each circlé
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=  represents a category of statements and varies in size according to the
importance the teacher assigns to them. The circles are also arranged
in quadrants.that represent either pupil-centered or itext-centerad

m\

categories as well as reading-learning based cr child-environment based.

In cases where teachers do have multiple conceptions of reading, the
tendency is to select similar conceptions. xFar instance, a teacher who
possegses a "basal" écnzepti@n is likely to also select a "phonetic skills"
af!”sighg words' conception and is less likely to espouse a "self-selection
of trade books'" or a '"language experience'" conception.

The third insight is that teachers not only have conceptions of reading
but they also explain their lnstructlanal decisions with categorizable
statements that represent ''non-reading" conceptions (see Figure 2, Teacher BB);
For instaﬁée, some teachers have conceptions about mutual teacher-pupil
respect, classroom management and routine, the amount of assistance needed

by low or. high ability p,plls, the way pupils learn, social-emotional

éharactétisiigs and gghers Fifteen of the twenty-three teachers offered

such non-reading conceptions, as well as reading conceptions, as explana-

tions for their instructional decisions.

Fourth, it is also clear that some teachers possess more complex con- :
ceptions than others (see Figure 2). This complexity is seen both in the

number of conceptions a teacher espouses and in the number of statements
the teacher generates to support each conception. For instance, two of the
teachers studied espouse only one conception; at the other extreme, one

‘EEQChéI espouses eight categqfies of conceptions, two others espouse six

‘and five teachers have five categories of conceptions. Similarly, some teachers

“generate only the minimum of statements about an aspect of reading which
FeeL T vaLs e o , ) - -
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barely qualifies the category as a conception; other teachers, however,

generite a ﬁozeﬁ or more statements about a particular conception, thereby
suggescéﬂg that their conception may be more complex or richer.

Fifth, teacher conceptions seem to vary in stability from teacher to
teacher. For instance, some teachers maintain the same chcepéiens and
the same practices Ehr@ughGuE:EhE school year but others scem to be in
transition in which one conception graduilly grows in importance in the
teacher's mind while gthéﬁs conceptions diminish in iip@rﬁancég Figure
3 shows that the category of ''developmental stages of growth" is an
important factor influencing Teacher 6B's instruction. This gaﬁegﬂry has

grown in importance over the schocl year. The dotted line within the

circle represents the size that category was at the beginning gf tbe
school year.

Sixth, it appears that a teacher's readingi;énﬁéptigﬁ'méy be related
to the grade level taught and to the ability lévél of the pupils. For
instance, sevé% out of eight first grade teachers espouse "content-oriented"

. o )
conceptions wiéh the eigzch‘taking an eclectic position. On the other
hand,aaf the teachers who espouse the most "pupil-oriented" pcsitiéns, all
teach second grade Dr-above. Similarly, teachers often seem to have a
particular ability group in mind when they make statements about reading,
a phendmenon evident in the fact that "pupil-oriented' teachers often ‘
ﬁlarifyichat their conception would ﬁhaégé if the pupils vere less ablé‘and
"CGHLEDE*@fiéDEEd” teachers sa; tha§<their conception would change if their
pupils were more able.

Finally, iﬁveétigatign of the genesis of teacher génée?ti@hs reveals-

that teachers do modify and change ‘their conception of reading and reading

:
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,Ec‘élas sroom practice, is a unlque reflection of

~-10-
instruccion over time. However, while manv sources secm to trigger such
changes, teacher education classes in reading methodology appear to be
one of the least influential sources.
The Relationship Between Conception- and Praccice. The study of class-

rooms indicates that teacher conceptions of reading are reflected in instruc-

tional practices; of the twenty-cthree teachers studied, the instructional
practices of all but four reflect their szated conceptions. For instance,

a teacher espousing a basal conception was observed zaﬁduzﬁing activities
typically associated with basal text instruction and analysis of her time
utilization reveals-that she spent 0% of her time in guided réadingraf
basal stories and 35% of her time in related skill instruction. ‘A teacher

espousing a more 'pupil-centered" conception, on the other hand, was

""1

ariety of instructional activities and, while she

[+

observed conducting

devoted 55% of her time to basals and related skills, she also devoted 35%

her time to the affective and. oral language dimensions of reading (see

o]
=i

'Figure 4). Generally, these consistent relationships between conception

and instructional practice are evident across teachers.
- =

ons Govern inatruztlcn al Practice

the

W
‘Ui

espit

\l-" .
"'U
\m

Do Reading Concepti

fact that the instructional practices of most teachers reflect their reading

that ”éad ng conceptions are all that

'

o

sible to stat
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conceptions, it is not p

govern instructional decision-making in reading. Instead, it appears to be

i

~but one of several influences on the teacher's behavior; the reading concep-

tion is filtered through and modified by other influences and, when applied

N’ﬂ

all these influences.

¥ o 1 s 1 : { . O A e £ .
Paramount among these influences is the presence of other conceptions

-

-Qi'a nqnﬁfeading nature. All but eight of the twenty-three teachers pﬁssésSéd
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*fsu¢h "non-reading" conceptions which modify decision-making during reading. 2y
p y g E , P

"Euf;het, for, seven of the fifteen teachers having 'non-reading" conteptlcns,
{?

such ''non-reading" conceptions seem to dominate the teacher's mind and

: ‘i§f§ueﬁceggbseréed practice more than the feadiﬁg conception. |
L tgnégher’iniluénce is the existence of an aéparent}y implicit belief
| . among teaéhérs that beginning readers (either first graders or pupils who
o : P
) read like first graders) must receive ''content- oriented" instruction.
Five of the teachers studiedAmadé ﬁhis distinction clear in their stateﬁénzs
» ) ,‘
while the observed practice of seven @ﬁﬁgrs indicated that they, too, were
making a similar distinction. The implicaéian seems to be that teachers
passess yet another typé of conceptign; a canzep;ién»whi&h'says-thac
chlldren readlng at a ‘low level need more structure énd content and-that .
. the "pupil-centered'" concepts such as those embodied in natural language,
| inﬁéresz and integrated curficulum actibiﬁies must be saﬁgdvgntil the
. pupil hés the abi L,Ey to read indepéndgntlyi
e .
© CONCLUSIONS - 7 ’ .

g " The ulfimace goal of this research is to identify a key ingredient

which dlstlngulshes effective teachers from ineffective ones. To date, the

data do not supporz the b851c hythhESLS that effective reading teachers

are necessarily those who analygé the instructi®nal situation in terms

of a reading conception. Instead, the interaction between instruction

£

in reading and reading conceptions is a complex one; while teachers do

. apparently have ccﬁ:eptlans, these include many different kinds, all of

which madlfy the teacher 5 Lnsﬂructlgnal dEClSlGn -making in subtle, but

. significant ways. Fufther,~i§ is clear thac identical conceptions can be

_employed: in quali;étiy%ly different ways;-for instance, two teachers

késégusing a "basal" conception can be applied in quite different ways.
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The task now is to learn more about how teachers' various conceptions

(including the reading ones) interact with cach other and with the

instructional context, how all these guide and govern the instructional

" decision-making process and the way in which teacher conceptions are tied

to qualitative instructional practice. whil? teacher conceptions are
clearly much more complex than simply associating one instructional
decision wiﬁh a matching theory of féading, there is nevertheless evidence
that Eegchérs possess conceptions which guide and govern their instruction.
Our task is to discover the specifics of how these operate.
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