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CHAPTER ONE

Background of the Problem

President Barack Obama recently called for discussion of free community college 

education in the United States.  He has emphasized the importance of post-secondary 

training and education for high school graduates.  The Michigan State Board of Education 

adopted “more rigorous” (Flanagan, 2006) high school content expectations to prepare 

students for college and has focused on college and career readiness (www.michigan.gov/

mde).  The Michigan economy is rebounding from a downturn which saw its manufacturing 

EDVH�HURGH�DQG�QHHGV�WR�¿QG�UHSODFHPHQW�LQGXVWULHV��WR�QRW�RQO\�NHHS�LWV�WD[�EDVH�IURP�DOVR�

eroding, but also to keep its graduates in the state. These graduates will need different 

skills for the 21st Century workplace than did their parents and grandparents.  Colleges 

and universities are addressing these changes, but students themselves need to be prepared.

The number of students attending college is likely to keep increasing. This will be 

especially true in the two-year, open-admission institutions which might be the only option 

for those students who can’t afford a university education.  Also many students who do 

not have high grade point averages for a university are able to enroll in open admission 

colleges.  For many at-risk students, this is their only option.

Between the fall of 1970 and the fall of 2000, there was an increase in enrollment 

in degree granting institutions from 8.5 million to 15.1 million students (Cox, Friesener, 

Khayum, 2003).  There has also been an increase in the numbers of institutions offering 

developmental programs (Cox, Friesner, & Khayum, 2003). As numbers go up so do 

costs, which critics argue is the reason remedial courses should not be offered at post-
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secondary institutions; taxpayers have already paid to educate students in the K-12 grade 

levels. “Community colleges spend 1.4 billion annually on remedial courses for recent 

high school graduates, according to a 2006 report by the Alliance for Excellent Education” 

(Smydo, 2008, p.7A).  

Historically there has been a steady increase in the numbers of students needing assistance. 

After World War II the G.I. Bill of Rights motivated record numbers of veterans to enroll 

in college.  Many of them needed help with their basic skills such as reading, writing, and 

math.  With funding available, many colleges and universities set up learning centers and 

tutoring services which continued to grow due, not only to the rise in G.Is, but also to the rise 

in the numbers of women, minorities, people from impoverished backgrounds and special 

needs students.  Due to the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, many students with disabilities were 

given easier access to colleges and were guaranteed academic assistance.  Then in 1990 

WKH�$PHULFDQV�ZLWK�'LVDELOLWLHV�$FW�ZDV�SDVVHG���%\�������VHYHQW\�¿YH�SHUFHQW�RI�GLVDEOHG�

adults had completed high school.  Colleges had to institute learning centers and tutoring 

programs to not only help the special needs students but also to meet the demands of the 

low income students.  By 1970, one half million students…one seventh of those enrolled in 

U.S. colleges…came from poverty backgrounds (Casazza & Bauer, 2004).  In many cases, 

colleges opened up learning centers and tutorial programs because of this need.  The need 

continues to grow and with increased emphasis on getting a college degree, the numbers of 

college students should also increase.  With that increase come the students whose literacy 

skills aren’t at the college level.  Many will test into a developmental course such as math, 

writing and/or reading.  At some colleges, developmental students might have to take more 
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than one course per weak area. The curriculums for developmental education differs per 

institution.  Though there are theories of what works for developmental institutions, many 

schools appear to put band-aids on the problem and might not be addressing the need for a 

structured plan for the developmental education at their institutions. 

There is still opposition to remedial education at the college level.  These arguments 

cite the lack of graduation rates among under-prepared students who lose their motivation 

and end up dropping out. “Those who complete remedial programs ‘succeed’ because of 

their prior program motivation or abilities” (Brothen & Wambach, 2004). The argument 

goes that these students would succeed even if they had not taken remedial courses.  Some 

VWXGLHV�VXSSRUW�WKH�DUJXPHQW�WKDW�UHPHGLDO�HGXFDWLRQ�GRHV�QRW�SUHSDUH�VWXGHQWV�WR�¿QLVK�

their degrees. Brothen and Wambach (2004,) discuss the National Study of Developmental 

Education report which “suggests that taking fewer remedial courses is associated with 

better retention and higher graduation rates” (p.17).  A 2007 report by Rand Corporation 

and the University of Texas at Dallas, found that remedial courses during the 1990s did not 

help students graduate. “Our estimates indicate that remediation has a minimal impact (or 

even a slightly negative one) on the years of college completed, academic credits attempted, 

receipt of an academic degree and labor-market performance” (Smydo, 2008, p.7A).   

Brothen and Wambach (2004) contend that under-prepared students in college-level 

courses affect the quality of the curriculum.  They cite Richardson et al (1983) who “found 

that teachers in a large community college system felt strong pressure to reduce the literary 

requirements for their mainstream courses, especially when under-prepared students 

were allowed to simply enroll” (p.17).  If colleges eliminate developmental courses, what 
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effect will it have, not only on developmental students, but also on the rest of the college 

curriculum?  Will instructors water down their courses to enable all the students in their 

courses to pass? Even if these students do not go on to get a degree, they might gain 

life-skills such as improved reading skills to better understand everyday reading material.  

Some say this is a worthwhile goal, while others contend that gaining the degree should be 

the goal.  If colleges enroll students who are below college level, they have a responsibility 

to help these students improve their skills. 

Community colleges have open admission policies and therefore have a high number 

of developmental students.  If these students are to be successful, they need to improve 

their skills, but views on the best way to incorporate developmental education into 

college curriculum vary.  What is apparent is that colleges need to address the issue of 

underprepared students who are enrolled on their campuses.  Institutions must formulate 

SODQV� WR� DGGUHVV� WKH� GH¿FLHQFLHV� RI�PDQ\� RI� WKHLU� VWXGHQWV�� � 7KLV� LQYROYHV� GHYHORSLQJ�

reliable placement testing, instituting curriculum which meets students’ goals, learning 

RXWFRPHV�ZKLFK�EHQH¿W�WKH�GHYHORSPHQWDO�VWXGHQW��DQG�KLULQJ�LQVWUXFWRUV�ZKR�DUH�WUDLQHG�

in teaching developmental courses. The need for developmental education is not going 

away.  For many students who were less than successful in high school, their success in 

college is a high-stakes endeavor.

Statement of the Problem

2QH�RI�WKH�ELJJHVW�URDGEORFNV�WR�D�VWXGHQW¶V�VXFFHVV�LQ�FROOHJH�FDQ�EH�D�UHDGLQJ�GH¿FLHQF\���

(QUROOPHQW� GDWD� VKRZV� WKDW� VWXGHQWV�ZLWK� D� UHDGLQJ� GH¿FLHQF\� DUH�PRUH� OLNHO\� WR� KDYH�

PXOWLSOH�DFDGHPLF�GH¿FLHQFLHV�WKDQ�RWKHU�XQGHUSUHSDUHG�VWXGHQWV��&R[��)ULHVQHU��.KD\XP��
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2003).  Forty-two percent of those students taking a developmental reading course were 

also taking three or more developmental courses.  However, of those students enrolled in a 

developmental math class, only 16 percent were also taking three or more developmental 

courses.  Poor reading skills result in poor achievement in students’ discipline courses, 

especially those classes that require a great deal of reading. 

It is important that research identify the most effective classroom practices to ensure 

these students gain the necessary skills to succeed in college.  If reading is instrumental 

to students’ success, it is imperative that instruction in reading be a priority in any 

developmental program.  It is also essential that research uncover what the learning 

environments look like in these courses. Developmental reading courses are a staple in the 

open-admission colleges, so there are many instructors who are teaching developmental 

students. A goal of my research is to identify these instructors’ beliefs and practices, to look 

for any connections between their beliefs and practices and to ascertain what the learning 

environments look like.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to add to the limited research on instruction in developmental 

education.  A major component of any course is the instructor. What the instructor brings 

to the classroom goes unmeasured at times. Many instructors motivate and encourage 

students, give extra help, and go beyond what is outlined in the curriculum.  Many students 

are successful due to these individuals. It was important to ascertain the beliefs and theories 

by which the subjects of this study viewed developmental students and developmental 

reading courses, how (or if) these beliefs guided their practices and how they affected the 
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learning environments of their classrooms. 

I have described each instructors’ beliefs, to what extent these beliefs are mirrored 

in their instructional practice in the classroom, and to which theoretical model(s) these 

beliefs and practices are linked.  I then discuss the resulting learning environment of each 

instructor.   

The study focused on the following questions:

Research Question 1:  What are instructors’ beliefs about teaching developmental 

reading and developmental reading students, and how do their instructional practices 

UHÀHFW�WKHVH�EHOLHIV"

Research Question 2:  How do instructors’ beliefs and practices about developmental 

UHDGLQJ� DQG� GHYHORSPHQWDO� UHDGLQJ� VWXGHQWV� UHÀHFW� EHKDYLRULVW�� FRJQLWLYLVW� DQG�RU�

constructivist theories?

Research Question 3:  How do instructors’ beliefs and instructional practices affect the 

learning environment of the developmental reading classroom?

Limitations of the Study

The results can not be generalized to the larger population of reading teachers within 

the college or across the country. 

1. The study is limited by the number of teachers in the study.

2. The study is limited by the fact that only one college was in the study.

3. The study is limited by the fact that I am an administrator at the college;  

 measures were taken to diminish this effect, the actual effect of this is unknown.
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CHAPTER TWO

The focus of my study is instructors’ beliefs and how instructional practices mirror these 

beliefs and then how they impact the classroom learning environment of two developmental 

UHDGLQJ�FODVVURRPV�LQ�DQ�RSHQ�DGPLVVLRQ�SULYDWH�FROOHJH���7KLV�UHYLHZ�RI�OLWHUDWXUH�ZLOO�¿UVW�

GH¿QH�WHUPV�QHHGLQJ�FODUL¿FDWLRQ�DQG�WKHQ�LQYHVWLJDWH�UHDGLQJ�WKHRU\�LQ�RUGHU�WR�SRVLWLRQ�

the theoretical perspectives of the participants in the study, two developmental reading 

instructors.  It is necessary to understand the various theories driving developmental 

education and the instructional strategies derived from these theories.  Although it would 

be unusual to have an instructor commit solely to one type of strategy in the classroom, 

successful teachers at all levels have their own teaching practices and philosophies which 

can, more than likely, be traced to one or more theory families. 

Part of the theoretical framework for my study will be Ruddell and Unrau’s Socio-

Cognitive Processing Model (1994), so I will describe their model and also Ruddell and 

Harris’s study of effective teachers used in creating this model. I will then discuss Langer’s 

Excellence in English project (2004), as well as other research of instruction in open-access 

LQVWLWXWLRQV�RI�KLJKHU�OHDUQLQJ���%HIRUH�UHYLHZLQJ�WKHRULHV��VRPH�WHUPV�QHHG�WR�EH�FODUL¿HG�

'HYHORSPHQWDO�(GXFDWLRQ�7HUPV�1HHGLQJ�&ODUL¿FDWLRQ�

The term developmental education is only two words but a mammoth concept in 

the world of higher education.  The term developmental has often been used with the 

term remedial, and past literature might have used them interchangeably; however, there 

is a clear distinction between remedial education and developmental education.  For the 

SXUSRVH�RI�WKLV�UHYLHZ��UHPHGLDO�ZLOO�EH�GH¿QHG�DV�FRXUVHV�DQG�SURJUDPV�ZKLFK�DWWHPSW�
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³WR� FRPSHQVDWH� IRU�GH¿FLHQFLHV� LQ�SULRU� OHDUQLQJ´� �%R\ODQ��������S����� �'HYHORSPHQWDO�

courses and programs attempt to encompass more than the academic and address factors 

VXFK�DV�³SHUVRQDO�DXWRQRP\��VHOI�FRQ¿GHQFH��DELOLW\�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�UDFLVP��VWXG\�EHKDYLRUV��

social competence” (Boylan, 1995, p.2) and more.  In essence, developmental education 

looks at the whole student and not just low skill levels. Although this is an important 

part of developmental education, for this review, remedial education will not be discussed 

VHSDUDWHO\�EXW�ZLOO�EH�LQFRUSRUDWHG�LQWR�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�GHYHORSPHQWDO�HGXFDWLRQ�

,Q�VWXG\LQJ�WKH�OLWHUDWXUH�RQ�DGXOW�OHDUQLQJ��LW�EHFDPH�REYLRXV�WKDW�WKH�OHJDO�GH¿QLWLRQ�

RI� µDGXOW¶� FRXOG� QRW� EH� HDVLO\� LQFRUSRUDWHG� LQWR� D� GH¿QLWLRQ� RI� µDGXOW� OHDUQHU¶� RU� LQWR� D�

GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�GHYHORSPHQWDO�HGXFDWLRQ�DW�WKH�FROOHJH�OHYHO���7KH�LGHQWL¿HU�DGXOW�LV�IUDXJKW�

ZLWK�DPELJXLWLHV���)LUVW��WKH�OHJDO�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�D�SHUVRQ�RYHU����RU����\HDUV�ROG�LV�VLPSOH�

ZKHQ�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�D�WUDI¿F�WLFNHW���+RZHYHU��LQ�DGXOW�HGXFDWLRQ��LV�DQ����\HDU�ROG��FRPLQJ�

to college directly from high school, the same type of adult as a person coming back to 

school after three children or a failed marriage, who is working as a waitress to support 

these children?  Is this adult the same as the employee who needs a degree to be promoted 

at work?  For a number of reasons to be discussed later, the answer is no. Traditional and 

nontraditional might be more descriptive terms to discern the difference in adult students.  

Traditional students are usually high school graduates who come to college right after high 

school. Bye, Pushkar and Conway (2007) in their study of traditional and nontraditional 

VWXGHQWV��GH¿QH�DV�WUDGLWLRQDO�WKRVH�VWXGHQWV�³DJHG����DQG�\RXQJHU��ZKR�DUH�PRVW�OLNHO\�WR�

KDYH�IROORZHG�DQ�XQEURNHQ�OLQHDU�SDWK�WKURXJK�WKH�HGXFDWLRQ�V\VWHP´��S���������7KH\�GH¿QH�

as nontraditional “those aged 28 and older, for whom the undergraduate experience is not 
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so age normative” (p. 141).  A nontraditional student has a wide range of characteristics, 

but a student who is working, has a family, might have never attended college or is coming 

back after leaving college earlier tend to be the common factors.  These terms will be used 

when it is important to note the type of adult learner being discussed.

$QRWKHU�WHUP�QHHGLQJ�GH¿QLQJ�LV�RSHQ�DFFHVV�LQVWLWXWLRQ�RU�RSHQ�DGPLVVLRQ�LQVWLWXWLRQ���

Research on developmental programs has, for the most part, focused on community colleges 

ZKLFK�KDYH�DQ�RSHQ�DFFHVV�SROLF\���7KLV�WHUP�QHHGV�WR�EH�GH¿QHG�IRU�WKLV�UHYLHZ�EHFDXVH�

the schools which take all students who apply vary from public and post-secondary schools 

WR�IRU�SUR¿W�FDUHHU�YRFDWLRQDO�VFKRROV��

First, a distinction must be made between open admission or open access institutions 

and those that have entrance requirements.  Community colleges and career colleges are 

open admission institutions and are generally seen as second class to the research-based four 

year universities.  Grubb and Associates (1999) studied 260 classrooms at the community 

college level.  They describe community colleges as “second chance” institutions because 

they are open access, their tuition is lower and students can commute and not have to 

leave home (p.3), which is why they attract older students and minorities.  This is also 

true for institutions seen as career schools, which usually have an open admission policy.  

The students who attend these institutions with open access are varied in their reasons 

for seeking a higher education: displaced homemakers, displaced workers who have lost 

their jobs due to a multitude of reasons, recent high school graduates who can not afford 

to go away to college or those who need to decide what career path they want to pursue.  

For the purpose of this review, open admission or open access will be used to include 
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community colleges and other two- and four-year institutions which confer associate 

and bachelor degrees but do not have entrance requirements beyond students having a 

KLJK�VFKRRO�GLSORPD�RU�*('���,W�ZLOO�QRW�LQFOXGH�IRU�SUR¿W�FDUHHU�RU�YRFDWLRQDO�VFKRROV���

1RZ�WKDW� WKHVH� WHUPV�KDYH�EHHQ�FODUL¿HG�� LW� LV� LPSRUWDQW� WR� ORRN�DW� WKH� WKHRULHV�GULYLQJ�

developmental education – behaviorism, cognitivism, constructivism, and the instructional 

practices derived from these theories.
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THEORIES DRIVING DEVELOPMENTAL EDUCATION

Behaviorism

7KHUH� DUH� D� QXPEHU� RI� WKHRULHV� ZKLFK� KDYH� LQÀXHQFHG� WKH� ¿HOG� RI� GHYHORSPHQWDO�

education, but behaviorism, which originated with John Watson in the early 1900s, has 

KDG� WKH�JUHDWHVW� LPSDFW�RQ�GHYHORSPHQWDO� HGXFDWLRQDO�SUDFWLFH�RYHU� WKH� ODVW�¿IW\�\HDUV���

It is based on the premise that people respond to external variables in the environment 

and these variables stimulate individuals to act in different ways.  The learning process 

occurs when there is an observable change in a behavior.  Here, the environment, not the 

individual learner shapes behavior or causes a change (Casazza and Silverman, 1996, p. 

����� %HKDYLRULVWV� IRFXV� RQ� VFLHQWL¿F� SULQFLSOHV� WR� LPSURYH� LQVWUXFWLRQ� DQG� WKH� OHDUQLQJ�

process. Behavioral objectives, immediate reinforcement and “small packages of clearly 

VSHFL¿HG�OHDUQLQJ�WDVNV´��&URVV��������S�����FKDUDFWHUL]H�D�EHKDYLRUDO�DSSURDFK��

Pavlov’s Classical Conditioning Theory, Thorndike’s Connectionism (stimulus-

response), and Skinner’s Operant Conditioning Theory form the foundation for behaviorist 

ideas.  First, Classical Conditioning Theory focuses on observable changes in behavior and 

responses to stimuli as a demonstration of learning. An example of classical conditioning 

ZRXOG�EH�ZKHQ�DQ�DGXOW�LV�QHUYRXV�DERXW�DWWHQGLQJ�FROOHJH�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH��EXW�WKURXJK�D�

series of good experiences becomes a good learner.  Second, Connectionism, also connects 

learning with observable changes in behavior. However, Thorndike worked with stimuli 

occurring after an observable behavior.  Thorndike called this his Law of Effect which 

states that “if an act is followed by a satisfying change in the environment, the likelihood 

that the act will be repeated in similar situations increases.  However, if the act is followed 
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by an unsatisfying change, then the chance of the behavior reoccurring diminishes” (Tracy 

and Morrow, 2006, p.35). Thorndike had three other laws guiding behavior, including The 

/DZ�RI�5HDGLQHVV��ZKLFK�VWDWHV�WKDW�ZKHQ�HDVLHU�WDVNV�SUHFHGH�WKRVH�WKDW�DUH�PRUH�GLI¿FXOW�

then learning is facilitated. In terms of reading, behaviorists believed skills needed to be 

sequenced.  The Law of Identical Elements, which states that the more elements of one 

situation are identical to the elements of a second situation, the greater the transfer, and the 

easier the learning. Finally, The Law of Exercise states that the more stimulus-response 

connections are practiced, the stronger the bonds become whereas fewer connections, 

the weaker the bonds (Tracey and Morrow, 2006, p. 35).  For example, when children 

recognize target words in a story, they should be praised in order to create the stimulus that 

aids in developing the desired response.  

B.F. Skinner’s Operant Conditioning Theory went a step further than the other two 

theories.  He believed that behaviors aren’t always elicited by a stimulus and can be 

done voluntarily.  People “operate” on their environment to produce different kinds of 

consequences.  This forces people to learn to behave in certain ways as they operate in the 

environment (Tracy and Morrow, 2006, p. 36).  Skinner focused on the use of reinforcement 

and punishment in changing behavior including scheduled consequences.

The publication of B.F. Skinner’s The Analysis of Behavior (1961) “was a major impetus 

to the programmed instruction movement of the 1960s” (Boylan, 1986, p. 1).  An individual 

learning approach called programmed learning is synonymous with behaviorism. It utilizes 

written materials or a computer program to guide the students as they work at their own 

individual pace.  There is a proctor/teacher to provide tutoring or direction to the student, 
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but it is not structured in the traditional classroom format.  Students receive immediate 

feedback and are not allowed to move forward unless they have mastered the current lesson 

or skill. Teachers can provide positive or negative feedback to stimulate a desired behavior. 

Behaviorist theories of learning have the following characteristics (Boylan, 1985, p.2):

��� 6SHFL¿F�DQG�PHDVXUDEOH�REMHFWLYHV�

2. Sequential presentation of materials

3. Mastery of skills before advancing.

4. Immediate feedback.

5. Emphasis on learning material rather than teachers or tutors.

Behaviorist Instructional Practices

Many remedial or developmental programs utilize a behaviorist approach, including 

programmed learning, competency-based learning, computer-aided instruction, study 

guides, and mastery learning.  Behaviorists view reading as a “complex act consisting of 

component parts” (Tracy & Morrow, 2006, p.39).  A sub-skills approach to reading breaks 

down the act into component parts or steps.  The skills are practiced with exercises and 

immediate feedback is given.  If students get something wrong then they try again until it 

is correct. “Behavioral objectives will state exactly what the learner must do, under what 

circumstances, and what the successful outcome will be” (Casazza & Silverman, 1996, 

p.39).  The learner’s positive behaviors will be reinforced by the instructor. Programmed 

learning leads to linear models of learning in which each step is outlined and mastered 

before the learner is allowed to move on to the next level.  Although this type of learning 
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is not student-centered, it is the student’s individual learning rate that determines the 

speed with which the student goes through the learning activities.  These types of learning 

programs require diagnostic tests before a program can be set up for the student.  Behavioral 

objectives would be designed around the results of these tests. 

In a developmental reading program based on the behaviorist theory of learning,  the 

¿UVW�VWHS�ZRXOG�EH�GLDJQRVWLF�WHVWLQJ�LQ�VNLOO�DUHDV��UHDGLQJ��ZULWLQJ��DQG�PDWK���7KH�VWXGHQWV�

would then be placed in appropriate courses. If a student had low reading skills based on 

this diagnostic test, then he/she would take a reading course.  This course would have 

behavioral objectives which “would lead students through a series of learning experiences 

designed to strengthen weaker skills” (Casazza & Silverman, 1996, p.39).  Examples of 

such objectives include:

1 Given an expository passage, the student will identify the main idea of the  

 passage with 70 percent accuracy (level of mastery).

2 Given a list of facts and inferences from an article, the student will  

 distinguish fact from inference with 70 percent accuracy.

A series of learning activities will break each objective down into a set of skills, which 

will lead students toward mastery (70 percent). Examples of such ‘building blocks’ are as 

follows (Casazza and Silverman, 1996, p.40):

1. Read a series of expository passages and list important details.

2. Identify what the lists of details have in common for each passage and  

 identify that as the topic.
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��� 6SHFLI\�ZKDW�LW�LV�DERXW�WKH�JHQHUDO�WRSLF�WKDW�LV�VSHFL¿FDOO\�EHLQJ� 

 discussed and identify that as the main idea.

Students cannot go on to the next activity without achieving mastery; however, they can 

proceed at their own pace. It is important that students get timely feedback and corrections.  

Boylan (2002, p.87advocates for mastery of learning, as does Cross (1976) “…for remedial 

courses because of its reported capacity for improving the performance of the weakest 

students” (p.87).  Mastery learning emphasizes “small units of instruction and frequent 

testing” (Boylan, 2002, p.87) and is characteristic of a behaviorist philosophy. It seems 

to be facilitated best in a computer lab format, providing additional instructor support is 

available in the lab to help clarify classroom instruction.  Videos and workbooks are often 

used as well. The following table, Table 2.1, lists characteristics of behaviorist theory and 

practices.  

Table 2.1 Behaviorist Beliefs and Practices

Behaviorist  
Belief

Behaviorist
Practice

Motivation
Extrinsic Immediate feedback and reinforcement

Role of 
Student

Passive  

learner

Computer-aided instruction/programmed learning

Role of 
Instructor

Less of an  

important role

Emphasis on material not teacher;

Provides the external stimuli

Stimulus/response Immediate feedback

Observable change in behavior 6SHFL¿F�	�PHDVXUDEOH�EHKDYLRUDO�REMHFWLYHV

Respond to external variables Diagnose   skills/extended practice

Reinforcement Skill mastery before going further

Surface level outcomes of processes Sequential presentation of materials

Occurs after a series of steps in which information 

is processed hierarchally

Learning
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Behaviorism has a long history dating back to the early 1900s and still impacts the 

educational system today. However, there is another important theory of learning which is 

very different from behaviorism.

Cognitive Theory

The cognitive psychology theory of learning is concerned with intellectual processes. 

It is based on the belief that learning involves mental processes which are controlled by 

the learner rather than by an instructor or some other person or thing. Behaviorists are 

concerned with surface-level outcomes of the processes which are observable behaviors 

whereas “cognitivists look at perception, attention, comprehension, learning, memory, and 

executive control of all cognitive processes” (Pearson & Stephens, 2002, p. 30).  

Before going too far into a discussion of cognitive theory, it is important to discuss 

Piaget, who impacted the instructional process with his development theory and his belief 

that there are developmental stages that children and adults go through in order to be 

able to construct their own meanings in a classroom. First, Piaget outlined four stages of 

GHYHORSPHQW�LQ�FKLOGUHQ�DW�VSHFL¿F�DJHV��VHQVRULPRWRU��SUH�RSHUDWLRQDO��FRQFUHWH�RSHUDWLRQV��

and formal operations, which is the highest level of cognition.  Second, he believed that 

learning took place through assimilation and accommodation.  If a learner has a knowledge 

base for incoming information, he/she will take in the information readily and it will be 

assimilated with existing knowledge.  If, however, there is no knowledge base with which 

to connect this new information, then existing knowledge must be accommodated or a new 

knowledge base must be created. This was the basis for schema theory, which has become 

an important concept in reading and learning.  In terms of instruction, a learner will be able 
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to construct meaning only if he/she has the appropriate prior knowledge. The concept of 

developmental stages impacts instruction within a cognitivist paradigm.  Learners can’t be 

successful if they do not have the cognitive ability to do what is being asked of them.  

Casazza and Silverman, (1996) describe the work of Perry (1970), Lucas (1990), and 

Cameron (1984) who also studied stages of development but differed with Piaget in terms 

RI�WKH�VSHFL¿F�VWDJHV��S�����������7KHUH�ZHUH�DOVR�RWKHU�GLIIHUHQFHV�DPRQJ�WKHLU�VWXGLHV��

Perry described college students as operating at the higher cognitive levels whereas 

Cameron stated that they were functioning at the lowest level. Using Perry’s nine stages, 

Cameron found that “63 percent of entering students who were at least twenty-two years 

were functioning at the dualistic level” (Casazza & Silverman, 1996, p.43-44), which 

is Perry’s lowest stage. At this stage, knowledge comes from an external authority and 

involves acquiring a set of facts.  If college students are at this cognitive stage, they are 

not capable of the higher level thinking required of college courses. Among developmental 

psychologists, there might be consensus that individuals progress through stages of 

cognitive development but the description of these stages vary.  However, it is important 

that college faculty not assume that these post-secondary students are developmentally at 

the highest cognitive level, especially those students in developmental courses.

The 1970s saw the development of schema theory, built on the premise of Piaget’s 

theory of assimilation and accommodation.  First applied to reading, it also explained 

OHDUQLQJ� LQ�JHQHUDO��3HDUVRQ�DQG�6WHSKHQV� �������GH¿QH�VFKHPD�DV�³D� WKHRU\�DERXW� WKH�

structure of human knowledge as it is represented in memory” (p.31). When we encounter 

new experiences, we must “make some structural change in our existing array of schemata 
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WR� DFFRXQW� IRU� WKDW� DQRPDO\´� �S������ � &RPSUHKHQVLRQ� LV�PRUH� GLI¿FXOW� LI� UHDGHUV� KDYH�

limited or no background knowledge about a subject, a topic, or a concept.  An instructor 

who embraces a cognitive philosophy would help students activate prior knowledge to 

facilitate comprehension and a connection to a text or concept. If students know why facts 

are important, they “develop knowledge structures that enable them to deal with novel 

situations” (Bransford, 2004, p. 490).  This is important for college students who will be 

applying information learned in class to other situations.  It is also important in facilitating 

critical thinking skills.  Second, activities in the classroom which can show the relevance 

of information will help students remember learned material.  Schema activation and 

construction is an important aspect of cognitive learning theory and has direct application 

to the college classroom.  

According to Casazza and Silverman (1996), there are four assumptions made by 

cognitivists regarding the learning process:

1. Learning is an active process, not a passive one.

2. Individuals think about problems until they gain insight towards a  

 solution.

3. The motivational drive is intrinsic.

4. To solve a problem, learners must have access to pertinent information and  

 they must be able to work with this information in order to come up with a  

 solution. (p.41)

The mix of traditional and nontraditional students in a classroom guarantees that 
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there will be differences between these students in terms of their prior knowledge. If an 

instructor in my study engages in cognitive instructional strategies, they will understand the 

relationship between prior experiences and learning. This should become evident through 

interviewing the instructors and through observing in their classrooms.  

,Q� DQRWKHU� WZLVW�� +XQWHU� %R\ODQ� �������� D� OHDGHU� ZLWKLQ� WKH� JURZLQJ� ¿HOG� RI�

developmental education, outlines a theory of developmental education.  Although Boylan 

describes the characteristics of developmental education, much of what is written by him 

seems to come from a behaviorist view of learning. Boylan states that developmental theory 

posits “that individuals differ in their levels of development and growth and that learning 

can only take place as a result of accepting a student’s current level of development and 

working from there “ (p.4).  Individuals must pass from one stage to another in the process 

of growth and learning. Developmental theorists also believe that the environment must be 

safe, supportive and conducive to learning.  

According to Boylan (1986), characteristics of developmental theories include (p. 4):

1. Growth and learning takes place in stages.

2. Each stage of development is an integrated whole.

3. As individuals pass from one level of development to another, all previous  

 stages are integrated into the next.

4. Each individual develops in a direction and at a rate that is unique.

Boylan goes on to state that the developmental philosophy permeates most 

developmental programs even if the instruction is delivered in a behaviorist manner.  Many 
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courses in developmental programs are self-directed and emphasize a mastery of skill 

EDVHG�RQ�VSHFL¿F�REMHFWLYHV�DQG�LPPHGLDWH�IHHGEDFN�LQ�WKH�EHKDYLRULVW�WUDGLWLRQ��%R\ODQ¶V�

statement is somewhat confusing. It leaves questions about how a behaviorist classroom 

would take into account the four characteristics of developmental education stated above.  

Identifying practices which would be considered linked to developmental theory might 

EH�GLI¿FXOW�LQ�D�EHKDYLRULVW�FODVVURRP���$V�ZLOO�EH�VKRZQ�ODWHU�LQ�WKLV�FKDSWHU��WKHVH�IRXU�

characteristics are also present in constructivist theory, the learner-centered approach, as 

well as andragogy.  Boylan’s citing of these four characteristics would seem to provide 

a framework for developmental education.  However, he then emphasizes programs that 

are self-directed and involve mastery of common objectives, with much of the instruction 

done in a programmed learning environment, which are characteristics of a behaviorist 

teaching philosophy. It seems that Boylan might favor a more hybrid approach combining 

behavioristic methods of instruction with those of a developmental approach. 

After reading the literature on developmental education, it becomes clear that 

UHVHDUFKHUV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�GHYHORSPHQWDO�HGXFDWLRQ�FDQ�QRW�TXLWH�GLVFHUQ�ZKDW�D�WUXO\�

developmental approach entails. It seems best not to classify classroom instruction based 

on Boylan’s developmental paradigm because it is unclear what he really means.  Since 

the four characteristics mentioned by Boylan as part of a developmental theory are an 

integral part of the other three theories under discussion here - behaviorism, cognitivism 

and constructivism, it makes sense to focus on these three theories for observing and 

classifying instruction in a developmental reading class.    
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Cognitive Instructional Practices

An important early step in cognitive instructional practice is for the instructor to 

gauge what the students already know. New information will need to connect to students’  

prior knowledge or schemata.  For adults, their personal and experiential knowledge 

becomes important and must be taken into account by college instructors. As discussed, 

VWXGHQWV¶�FRJQLWLYH�OHYHOV�ZLOO�YDU\��EXW�WKH\�ZLOO�GH¿QLWHO\�DIIHFW��QRW�RQO\�WKH�FODVVURRP�

environment, but also the success of the individual students. For example, if a student is 

operating at a concrete operational or a dualistic level, he/she will not be able to synthesize 

information readily. They will need a more structured learning situation, and this will affect 

the instructor’s use of class discussion and group work.  These students often become angry 

that the instructor isn’t teaching them and they feel that they are left to fend for themselves 

(Casazza & Silverman, 1996, p. 48).

Pugh, Pawan and Antommarchi (2000) reported that “there was discomfort and 

resentment among students” when professors tried to engage students in expressing their 

RZQ� UHÀHFWLRQV�� 0DQ\� VWXGHQWV� KDYH� D� SUHMXGLFH� DJDLQVW� SHUVRQDO� NQRZOHGJH� �S������

Empowering the students with the ability to play a part in their own learning might be a 

challenge in the developmental reading classroom but one that seems likely to reward the 

student and make him/her more successful in college.

With many developmental reading classes having 25 or more students, it becomes 

GLI¿FXOW�WR�LQGLYLGXDOO\�DVVHVV�WKH�FRJQLWLYH�OHYHOV�DQG�WKH�EDFNJURXQG�NQRZOHGJH�RI�HDFK�

student.  One way to start the course is by gaining some necessary information with a 

survey. An open-ended interview would be the best method, but with a large group, a written 
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survey would be more feasible. Some sample questions might include the following:

1. How do you feel about yourself as a learner at this school?

2. What is your role as a student in the college classroom?

3. Is this role different from your role as a student in high school?

4. Describe your experience in high school. 

5. What was the most meaningful part? Explain.

6. What was the most frustrating part? Explain.

7. What are you presently doing besides going to school?

8. If you are employed, what do you like best about your present job?

9. Why did you decide to enter college at this time?

����:KDW�GR�\RX�WKLQN�ZLOO�EH�WKH�PRVW�GLI¿FXOW�DGMXVWPHQWV�\RX�ZLOO�KDYH�WR� 

 make at college? Explain. (Casazza & Silverman, 1996, p.48)

The instructor could also include questions which get to the heart of the students’ 

beliefs about reading and their experiences with reading, both as students and as adults.  It 

is important to know where these students are coming from in order to know where to take 

them or where they want to be taken. From a cognitive learning philosophy, it is important 

that the adult students know their individual ways of learning. It is imperative that reading 

instructors give developmental reading students the skills to improve their comprehension 

of content reading material and to help the students learn ways of adjusting to different 

VW\OHV�RI�WHDFKLQJ��3RRU�UHDGHUV�DUH�XQDZDUH�RI�WKH�VWUDWHJLHV�XVHG�WR�FRPSUHKHQG�GLI¿FXOW�

text.  Students could bring in a content textbook and do activities using this text. The reading 
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instructor might share strategies for organizing new content and for creating connections 

to students’ personal experiences and to other aspects of their lives such as work duties. 

Reading material contributed by individual students and  which pertains to some aspect 

of their lives would help students connect what they learn in class to what they are doing 

outside of class. 

For both traditional and nontraditional students, a personal connection to learning 

makes the experience more meaningful. This reading material would also be a clue about 

ZKDW�WKH�VWXGHQWV�IHHO�DUH�WKHLU�OHYHOV�RI�UHDGLQJ�DQG�DOVR�ZKDW�WRSLFV�WKH\�¿QG�LQWHUHVWLQJ��

Instructors can show students, even adult students, how they can use strategies to access 

their own prior knowledge themselves. 

Reynolds and Werner (2003) posit a three-stage model which fosters individual 

OHDUQLQJ��6WDJH�RQH�UHTXLUHV�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�RI�LQGLYLGXDO�OHDUQLQJ�VW\OH���$FWLYLWLHV�LQFOXGH�

workshops, study skills courses and utilization of learning styles assessment instruments.  

Stage two involves identifying an individual’s ineffective learning skills and strategies.  An 

assessment tool such as the LASSI (Learning and Study Strategies Inventory) can be used 

for assessing learners’ weaknesses and strengths (p.92). Stage three involves individuals 

learning new ways to read and study and then practicing these individualized processes. 

This model operates from a cognitive perspective but is grounded in humanistic learning 

theory which will be discussed later in this chapter.

3XJK��������FDOOV�IRU�FROOHJH�LQVWUXFWRUV�WR�³LQFOXGH�¿HOG�VSHFL¿F�DQG�FRQWHQW�VSHFL¿F�

approaches in their reading instruction” (p.39).  Students need to be taught the organizational 

structure and styles of texts within their content areas. If students are taught generative 
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strategies, and they can adapt their reading situations, then these students will have a better 

chance of being successful in college. Another instructional practice within the cognitive 

domain is direct instruction.  

7KH� SUDFWLFH� RI� GLUHFW� LQVWUXFWLRQ� LV� RIWHQ� DGYRFDWHG�� 5HDGHUV� DUH� WDXJKW� VSHFL¿F�

strategies and how to use them. Using direct instruction, students would be given a concrete 

description of the strategy and an explanation as to ‘why’ the strategy should be learned 

so that they will apply the strategy more effectively. Instructors would model the strategy 

in an authentic activity. Scaffolding to support students in doing the task, and then having 

students articulate their knowledge and monitor the effectiveness of their strategy, is a main 

aspect of direct instruction. The instructor would then withdraw support so that students 

EHFRPH�VHOI�VXI¿FLHQW��1LVW�DQG�+ROVFKXK��������DUJXH�WKDW�HSLVWHPRORJLFDOO\�HPSRZHUHG�

students believe that they have the knowledge within themselves. They also understand that 

there may be other viewpoints. Students who aren’t empowered in this way see knowledge 

as coming from the instructor. Direct instruction helps students be responsible for their 

own comprehension and learning.

Casazza (2003) found that students taught via a direct-instruction method  (EMQA) 

for writing summaries were more successful than those not given direct instruction in this 

method (p. 136).  Marzano (2004) and Simpson and Randall (2000) make a case for direct 

vocabulary instruction. They also advocate for active student engagement.  Pressley (2000) 

calls for direct explanations and teacher modeling of strategies, followed by guided practice 

of strategies. He also states that teaching of vocabulary improves reading comprehension 

(p.552). Direct instruction is a cognitive instructional practice;  however, much of the 
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literature also incorporates active student engagement, a tenet of constructivism, the third 

theory to be discussed.

Table 2.2 builds on the previous table and lists characteristics of cognitive theory and 

practice.  Whereas behaviorism views learning from a stimulus/response perspective with 

reinforcement being a major component, cognitivism views learning from the perspective 

of stages of cognitive development. 

Table 2.2 Comparison Behaviorist and Cognitive Beliefs and Practices

 

Behaviorist  
Belief

Behaviorist
Practice

Cognitive
Belief

Cognitive
Practice

Motivation
Extrinsic Immediate feedback 

and reinforcement

Intrinsic Set purpose

Learning journals

Role of 
Student

Passive  

learner

Computer-aided 

instruction/programmed 

learning

Active role; think about 

problems until he/she 

gains insight to solve 

problem

Active learner; move 

towards independence

Role of 
Instructor

Less of an  

important role

Emphasis on material 

not teacher;

Provides the external 

stimuli

Facilitator Direct instruction; 

role is reduced as 

students become more 

independent

Stimulus/response Immediate feedback Stages of cognitive 

development

Determine 

developmental stage of 

learning

Observable change in 

behavior

6SHFL¿F�	�PHDVXUDEOH�
behavioral objectives

Schemata Connect information to 

prior knowledge

Respond to external 

variables

Diagnose   skills/

extended practice

Active Process Active learning  

strategies

Reinforcement Skill mastery before 

going further

Series of mental 

processes

Perception, attention, 

comprehension, 

learning, memory, 

executive control of all 

cognitive processes

Administer learning 

styles’ inventory

Surface level outcomes 

of processes

Sequential presentation 

of materials

To solve a problem, 

learners need access 

to pertinent pieces of 

information

Whole to part

Occurs after a series 

of steps in which 

information is processed 

hierarchally

Learning
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Constructivism

Another theoretical perspective which took root in the 1920s and continues to have an 

impact on instructional practices is constructivism, a theory of learning which emphasizes 

the active construction of knowledge. In terms of reading, instructors “want students to 

understand the role of reading in the construction of knowledge” (Pearson & Stephens, 

1994, p. 37). The learner must be actively engaged in the learning process in order for 

learning to take place. There are three major components of constructivism

1. Learning can take place without any observable behaviors.

2. Learning often results from a hypothesis-testing experience by the learner.

3. Learning results from inferencing.  This component can be tied to reading  

 instruction. (Tracey & Morrow, p. 48, 2006)

John Dewey was a constructivist who believed that learners needed to formulate 

hypotheses and take a problem-solving approach to learning so that they could reason and 

develop thinking skills.  Accordingly, the students do not sit passively taking in information, 

rather they are actively engaged in making meaning.  This construction of learning involves 

goals but these will be achieved through discussion and interaction in the classroom, rather 

than via lecture or skill-building exercises as in the behaviorist tradition. 

Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development which refers to the level at which a 

FKLOG�FDQ�EH�VXFFHVVIXO��ZLWK�VRPH�VXSSRUW��DQG�VFDIIROGLQJ��GH¿QHG�DV�WKH�VXSSRUW�JLYHQ�

by an adult or another student, are key concepts in constructivism. Whereas Piaget believed 

WKDW�³VSHFL¿F�FRJQLWLYH�VWUXFWXUHV�QHHG�WR�GHYHORS�EHIRUH�FHUWDLQ�W\SHV�RI�OHDUQLQJ�FDQ�WDNH�
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place” ( Tracey & Morrow, 2006, p.46), Vygotsky believed that learning could take place 

before the cognitive structures were developed and that this learning was the result of 

interacting with others.

Constructivists posit that for students to be successful, they must be able to gather 

information from different sources in multidisciplinary ways. Danielson (1996) in 

discussing the teacher’s role in a constructivist class states, “Teaching focuses on designing 

activities and assignments- many of them framed as problem solving- that can engage 

students in constructing important knowledge” (p. 25).  This approach is also most relevant 

to students’ future career and their lifelong learning needs.  If students are reliant on an 

outside authority (college instructor) to provide necessary information, with its meaning 

constructed by this authority, how will students develop the skills to construct their own 

meaning and become independent learners? 

Two approaches to instruction under the constructivist paradigm which directly impact 

adult education are the learner-centered approach and andragogy.

Learner-Centered Teaching

The learner-centered approach focuses on the learner and on what and how students 

are learning.  It has been labeled in some of the literature as a theory but seems to be more 

aligned with instructional practice from a constructivist perspective. In terms of higher 

education, this approach can be used with developmental and college-level students. 

Instruction begins at the student’s current level of ability. The goal of instruction is to 

move students from a dependent learner to a learner who is independent, similar to what 

the developmental educator tries to do (Weimer, 2002, p.168).
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The stages from dependence to independence are laid out in Grow (1991).  In stage 1, 

students are dependent and not self-directed at all.  In Stage 2, students are interested but 

not totally self-directed.  In Stage 3 they have advanced to being more involved in their 

own learning, but not independent. That comes in Stage 4 when students are self-directed 

(p. 134-135).  The teacher’s role at these different stages also changes as the students’ 

needs change. The learner-centered approach utilizes the teacher as a facilitator more than 

a traditional giver of knowledge. At each stage the teacher’s role is reduced. What would 

this mean for the adult developmental student who has been placed into developmental 

classes?  The student might need to be taught how to interact within a learner-centered 

classroom.  It also isn’t fully explained within the literature as to who decides when the 

teacher’s role should be reduced—the teacher or the student? Students whose skills are 

low might never have participated in their own learning in K-12 or at other post-secondary 

institutions and might not know the parameters that they have within the learner-centered 

classroom.  More studies need to be done on the impact that particular strategies have on 

the learner (Weimer, 2002, p.167).

Andragogy: A Constructivist Adult Learning Concept

A review of literature on adult learning could not be complete without discussion of the 

concept of andragogy and its guiding principles. The principles of andragogy “have been 

at the core of adult learning since the theory was put forward over 30 years ago” (Houde, 

2006, p.4-3).  In the 1970s, Malcolm Knowles introduced this new term andragogy and 

“the concept that adults and children learn differently” (Knowles, Halton, Swanson, 2005, 

p.1).  The six core principles of andragogy include: 1. the learner’s need to know; 2. self-
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concept of the learner; 3. prior experience of the learner; 4. readiness to learn; 5. orientation 

to learning; and 6. motivation to learn (Knowles, Halton, Swanson, 2005, p. 4).  The basic 

premise is that these core principles can apply to any adult learning situation, and they 

should be adapted to the learners and the learning environment. In an adult classroom, the 

students’ and the instructor’s knowledge is of equal importance. The role of the teacher 

becomes that of facilitator. 

Adult learning theory has roots in clinical psychology, philosophy, sociology, and social 

SV\FKRORJ\���,PSRUWDQW�LQÀXHQFHV�ZHUH�WKRVH�RI�(GXDUG�/LQGHPHQ���������&DUO�5��5RJHUV�

(1951), Abraham Maslow (1972), Cyril O. Hould (1961), Allen Tough (1979), and others 

who tried to tie these concepts regarding adult learning together.  The most successful was 

Malcolm Knowles (1968) who borrowed the term andragogy from a Yugoslavian adult 

educator named Dusan Savicevic.   It has been used more often in Europe, but it is also 

gaining acceptance in the United States.  Whereas pedagogy means “the art and science 

of teaching children” (Knowles, Holton, and Swanson, 2005, p.61), andragogy “is best 

LGHQWL¿HG�DV�RQH�SHUVSHFWLYH�RQ�KRZ�DGXOWV�OHDUQ�EXW�LW�LV�QRW�V\QRQ\PRXV�ZLWK�WKH�¿HOG�RI�

adult learning or adult education“ (Knowles, Holton, Swanson, 2005, p. 231).  The use of 

the term is based on the six core principles mentioned earlier.  The idea that the strategies 

are to be based on the learner’s particular needs should be kept in mind.  

The andragogical model moves the student towards independence using the six core 

principles as goals. As the student progresses towards independence, the principles will 

be applied and the learner will become more independent” (Knowles, Holon, Swanson, 

2005, p. 70).  Again, who decides when the student takes on more independence? The 
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traditional pedagogical model, whose history goes back centuries, “assigns to the teacher 

full responsibility for making all decisions about what will be learned, how it will be 

learned, when it will be learned, and if it has been learned” (p.61).  Children mature and 

become more independent, yet the pedagogical model does not permit the same movement 

towards independence in the classrooms.  Students between adolescence and adulthood 

should not be as dependent on the classroom teacher as children.  Teenagers are maturing, 

becoming more independent as they start to drive, get jobs, and yet still are dependent on 

the teacher in the high school/college classroom.  The andragogical model acknowledges 

this inconsistency for adult learners. Constructivism, the term used most often with 

K-12 education, also recognizes the limitations of traditional pedagogical practices and 

offers a more child-centered classroom at the K-12 grade levels.  As the constructivists 

acknowledged and created alternatives for the inadequacies of traditional behaviorist K-12 

pedagogy, andragogists also found the inadequacies of the K-12 pedagogical methods when 

working with adult students and thus established the adult learning concept of andragogy.  

7KURXJK�DQDO\VLV�RI�ERWK�FRQVWUXFWLYLVP��DV�GH¿QHG�E\�.����HGXFDWRUV��DQG�DQGUDJRJ\��WKH�

latter clearly aligns with the broader theory of constructivism. 

How does a mature adult, after making the decision to come to college, feel when 

testing into a developmental class? This adult might support a family, work two jobs, 

supervise employers and any other tasks of a grown adult, yet after testing has been told 

that his/her skills are too low.  How would an institution of higher learning handle these 

types of students so that they will see success and at the same time still feel like adults?  

The andragogists ensure that the students know why they are in the class and why they 
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needed to know how to read at a higher level and how it will help make them successful in 

their other courses (Assumption #1).  The adult learners’ self concepts must be considered 

as they may not want to be seen by others as not self-directed.  It is important that adult 

learners are not thrown back into their K-12 school experiences and become dependent 

children again (Assumption #2).  Driving to college as a grown, mature adult and then 

walking into a classroom where you are thrown back in time to an environment where 

you are a dependent child is not only demeaning for many adults, but it also reinforces 

the feelings of inadequacy that many adults felt in their K-12 school years.  Some endure, 

yet many drop out of the developmental class and/or the college itself.  Adults have varied 

experiences which could result in more emphasis on life experience. “The richest resources 

for learning reside in the adult learners themselves” (Assumption #3) (Knowles, Halton, 

Swanson, 2005, p.70-75).

Adults should be developmentally ready for a particular learning experience. Readiness 

to learn is an important aspect of the andragogical model (Assumption 4).   If they aren’t 

ready then the instructor must help get the student ready. Developmental courses should 

have this purpose - helping the student get ready for college-level courses.     Adults are 

life-centered in their orientation to learning (Assumption 5).  They tend to want to learn 

things which apply to their lives. If instruction is tied to life experience and students are 

able to apply this to their lives, learning has a better chance of being facilitated.  Finally, 

motivation factors in adults are very important, especially internal motivations such as 

increased job satisfaction, self-esteem and quality of life (Assumption #6). Knowles, et. al 

(2005) describe the work of  Tough (1979) who found that adult motivation is frequently 
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blocked by “negative self-concept as a student, inaccessibility of opportunities or 

resources, time constraints, and programs that violate principles of adult learning “ (p.68). 

Bye, Pushkar and Conway (2007) studied 300 undergraduates (aged 18-60) assessing three 

areas: their intrinsic and extrinsic motivation to learn, their interest, and positive effect (p. 

141). The nontraditional students had higher levels of intrinsic motivation than traditional 

students. The instructor could use this as an advantage and be encouraging to the adult 

learner. Along the same line of thinking, unnecessary criticisms can be counterproductive 

with these students.

The six core principles/assumptions of andragogy aimed at adult learners lead to the 

question of developmental education and to what extent this model might work for learners 

whose reading skills are below college level.  Are these stated principles about adult 

learners deployed within developmental education courses?  It is evident from the limited 

research on developmental education that instruction in these courses varies by institution 

and by instructor.

Another theory which is present in all three concepts discussed in this section- 

constructivism, learner-centered practices and andragogy is -- humanism.

Humanism

The humanist theoretical perspective is based on learning taking place naturally.  

Maslow (1970) and Rogers (1961) were humanists who perceived learning as part of a 

human need for personal growth. These needs are hierarchal: physiological, safety, love/

belonging, esteem and self-actualization. For example, the need for food and shelter take 

precedence over the need to meet one’s potential. 
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From a humanistic perspective, a developmental learner would need to have his/

her basic needs met in order to focus on the higher need of trying to meet his/her own 

potential.  Within the classroom, the student must feel that he/she belongs and is safe. 

This is especially true for a non-traditional student who might feel out of place in the post-

secondary environment.  Instructors who teach from a humanistic perspective provide a 

safe, supportive environment tapping into the students’ natural tendency to learn.  Such 

instructors provide multiple options for students, allowing them to choose what they want 

to learn and how they want to learn it. 

This humanistic view is an important part of the previously discussed andragogy.  

However, according to Boylan (1986), many developmental programs do not use a totally 

humanistic approach because it is believed that under-prepared students, especially the 

younger ones, aren’t “prepared to accept responsibility for their own learning” (p.2).  On 

the other hand, Tough (1978) found that “adult learners are self-directed and able to learn 

in classrooms embracing humanistic concepts” (Knowles, Holton and Swanson, 2005, p. 

61).  Similarly, the Reynolds and Werner (2003) study discussed earlier was grounded in 

humanistic learning theory and the work of Rogers and Maslow. Although their model 

took a cognitive approach to instruction, the premise of their model was that with the help 

RI� WKH� LQVWUXFWRU�� VWXGHQWV�FRXOG�¿QG� WKHLU�RZQ�ZD\�RI� OHDUQLQJ�EDVHG�RQ� WKHLU�SHUVRQDO�

characteristics. 

Table 2.3 below adds the characteristics of constructivism to the previously discussed 

characteristics of behaviorism and cognitivism.
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Table 2.3: Comparison Behaviorist, Cognitive and Constructivist Beliefs and Practices

Behaviorist 
Belief

Behaviorist
Practice

Cognitive
Belief

Cognitive
Practice

Constructivist
Belief

Constructivist 
Practice

Extrinsic Immediate 
feedback & 
reinforcement

Intrinsic Set purpose
Learning journals

Intrinsic Teachers 
encourage 
perceived 
competence in 
class; Promote 
autonomous 
behaviors 
& validate 
students active 
participation

Motivation

Passive learner Use computer-
aided instruction; 
programmed 
learning; 
commercial 
software

Active role; think 
about problems 
until he/she gains 
insight to solve 
problem

Active learner; 
move towards 
independence

Constructor of 
knowledge

Part of a learning 
community; 
Social interaction; 
Transact with textRole of 

Student

Minor role Emphasis on 
material not 
teacher;
Provides external 
stimuli

Facilitator Direct instruction; 
model role is 
reduced as 
students become 
more independent

Facilitator Scaffolds; 
Builds on prior 
experiences

Role of 
Instructor

Stimulus/
response

Immediate 
feedback

Stages of 
cognitive 
development

Determine 
developmental 
stage of learning

Active 
construction of 
knowledge

Individual 
construction of 
meaning

Observable 
change in 
behavior

6SHFL¿F�	�
measurable 
behavioral 
 objectives

Schemata Connect 
information to 
prior knowledge

No observable 
behaviors 
necessary

/HDUQHU�UHÀHFWLRQ

Respond to 
external variables

Skill mastery 
before going 
further

Active process Active learning 
strategies

Learning results 
from hypothesis 
testing & 
inferencing

Solving problems

Reinforcement Diagnose skills/
extended practice

Series of mental 
processes 
Perception, 
attention, 
comprehension, 
learning, memory, 
executive control 
of all cognitive 
processes

Administer 
learning styles’ 
inventory

Zone of proximal 
development

Cooperative 
learning

Surface level 
outcomes of 
processes

Sequential 
presentation of 
materials

To solve a 
problem, learners 
need access to 
pertinent pieces 
of information

Whole to part Learning 
communities

Social interaction;
Scaffolding

Occurs after a 
series of steps in 
which information 
is processed 
hierarchially

Learning

A Sociocognitive Model of Meaning Construction

Now that I have discussed the major theories, it is important to look at a socio-cognitive 

model that incorporates theories that guide my study: Cognitivism, humanism and 
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constructivism. First, I will discuss Ruddell and Unrau’s model (1994), then Ruddell and 

Harris’s study (1989) which was a preliminary study that  supported some of the effective 

teacher data used in the later study; then Langer’s study (2004) of effective teaching; and 

¿QDOO\�VL[�DGGLWLRQDO�VWXGLHV�ZKLFK�LQYHVWLJWHG�WHDFKHUV¶�EHOLHIV�DQG�SUDFWLFHV��

Reading is a meaning construction process, not only involving the reader but also 

involving the teacher as the chief architect of what takes place in the classroom.  Ruddell 

and Unrau’s model (see Figure 2.1 below) not only includes the reader and the teacher but 

also the text and the classroom context.  This dynamic relationship is at the center of their 

model. Because my study involves teachers, I will primarily discuss the role of the teacher 

and how this affects the reader and the classroom context. The three components of the 

model are the reader, the teacher and the classroom context (including the text). As the 

three components interact, the construction of meaning takes place.

The teacher brings to the classroom prior knowledge and beliefs which are both affective 

DQG�FRJQLWLYH��7KHVH�EHOLHIV��DPRQJ�RWKHU�WKLQJV��LQÀXHQFH�D�WHDFKHU¶V�LQVWUXFWLRQDO�SODQV�

and decision making, motivation, attitude towards the students and expectations of these 

students. Teachers also have the prior knowledge about how  readers construct meaning. The 

teacher’s instructional plan, built around this knowledge, will guide the reader’s attention 

and purpose. This is a very interactive model whereby one component will ultimately 

affect the others. For example, if a teacher’s knowledge includes knowing the interests of 

her students, then she will choose material of high interest to them. This might motivate 

them to read and through discussion of this text, she might discover more about her readers 

both affectively and cognitively. 
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Supposedly teachers bring more to the classroom than readers as they have more 

knowledge and life experience than readers do, but they also have the responsibility to 

learn about their particular students. They will also learn about the teacher through the 

classroom context, including the rules and procedures he/she designs, the way she asks 

questions, the social dynamic in the classroom, and other occurrences.  This classroom 

dynamic is always in motion as the components interact. Ruddell and Unrau’s model takes 

a transactional perspective- meaning does not reside in the text itself but emerges  through 

the transaction between the reader and the text and adds the interactions of the reader, 

the text, the teacher, and the classroom community for meaning construction. Classroom 

dialogue thus results in a range of meanings being produced; but as Rosenblatt states, the 

meaning should be grounded in the text itself (p. 1033). 

To summarize, the reader’s experience affects his/her transaction with a text, but the 

teacher also affects this interaction within the classroom environment, as well as affecting 

the social context of the classroom. All of this ultimately affects the individual students.  
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Figure 2.1 Reading as a Meaning-Construction Process: The Reader, the Text, and the 

Teacher (Ruddell & Unrau, p.1465, 1994)

In my study, it will be important to discern the cognitive and affective beliefs and 

philosophies of the subject instructors as this seems likely to affect what takes place in 

their classrooms.  Since the classroom environment is so dynamic, it will be important to 

observe in the classroom on an on-going basis.  

Ruddell and Harris (1989) studied effective college teachers and the relationship of 

LQÀXHQWLDO�WHDFKHUV¶�SULRU�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�EHOLHIV�DQG�WKHLU�DFWXDO�WHDFKLQJ�SHUIRUPDQFH��7KH\�

reported two results including a positive relationship between teachers’ prior knowledge 

and beliefs and their teaching effectiveness and a constructivist belief among the teachers 

that students learned by exploring and resolving problems (p.471). These teachers used 

learner-centered approaches and problem-solving to achieve higher order thinking.  They 

also modeled and directly engaged students in the problem-solving process.  In addition 
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they used examples which related to students’ own experiences and understandings.

7KH�DXWKRUV�LGHQWL¿HG�WKH�IROORZLQJ�NH\�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�EHOLHIV�VKDUHG�E\�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\�

instructors: 

1. Making material personally relevant to students.

2. Developing students’ critical thinking.

3. Engaging students in the process of intellectual discovery.

4. Presenting material in a logical order with a clear statement of the  

 problem, use of concrete, familiar examples and extending thought to  

 more abstract examples and concepts (p. 461-462).

These instructors’ beliefs exemplify tenets of humanism, constructivism, and also those 

of andragogy and learner-centered instructional strategies. 

Langer (2004) studied successful instructional practices of teachers in high achieving 

middle and high school English classes.  This study is also positioned within a sociocognitive 

theoretical framework and examines “the deeply contextualized nature of both teaching 

and learning” (p. 1042). This is consistent with Ruddel and Unrau’s model. Students and 

teachers bring their own knowledge and experiences to the classroom and Langer’s study 

examined this context. For this literature review, I will focus on results related to the 

teachers and instructional practices.

Although Langer’s study took place at the secondary level, it has implications for 

instruction at the post-secondary level.  In examining teachers’ beliefs about learning, 

the researchers ascertained how teachers’ beliefs impacted their instruction. If a teacher  

believed that learning had taken place once the student had an initial understanding of the 
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skill or concept, the teacher stopped once this was achieved. If the answer given was correct, 

for instance, then the teacher might go on to the next question. There was no “generative 

activity that built upon the new knowledge” (Langer, 2004, p. 1074). On the other hand, 

teachers who believed that an initial understanding of a skill or concept was inadequate  

tended to go beyond initial understandings to help students grasp deeper meanings. Langer 

gave examples of teachers who went beyond the initial reading of a novel and provided 

opportunities for students to “contemplate historical, ethical, political, and personal issues 

raised by the reading” (p. 1073).  

Langer’s study provides further evidence that the classroom context is affected by all its 

participants. Both the teacher and student are impacted by their prior experiences.  Student 

learning is impacted by what the teacher has learned about knowledge and communication 

and also by what the student has learned. Teacher and students interact to create a uniquely 

complex learning environment. Langer’s results echoed the results of Ruddell and Unrau.  

It is imperative in my study that I ascertain the teachers’ beliefs and philosophies early in 

the study in order to observe the impact on instruction.  

7KH�PRGHO�WKDW�,�HQYLVLRQ��VHH�¿JXUH�����EHORZ��KDV�WKUHH�FRPSRQHQWV��UHDGHU��WHDFKHU��

and classroom context as did the previously described Ruddell and Unrau model (1994, 

p. 999).  In their model, three separate circles depicted the reader, the teacher, and the 

classroom context. The reader and teacher bring their affective and cognitive knowledge 

and experience to their respective circle.  A meaning negotiation process goes around the 

RXWVLGH�RI�WKHVH�WKUHH�FLUFOHV��0\�PRGHO�EHORZ�KDV�D�FRQVWDQW�ÀRZLQJ�LQWHUDFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�

WHDFKHU�DQG�UHDGHU�H[HPSOL¿HG�E\�WKH�LQWHUVHFWLQJ�RYDOV��:LWKLQ�WKHVH�RYDOV�DUH�WKH�DIIHFWLYH�
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and cognitive knowledge, beliefs and behaviors which are part of how each student and 

teacher address learning. The ovals are surrounded by the classroom context which circles 

around the two ovals

Beliefs     Behavior     Life Experience

 Affective and Cognitive Knowledge     

    
   

   
   

    
     

   Beliefs     Behavior     Life Experience

Prior Knowledge

Classroom

Context

ReaderInstructor

Meaning Construction                                                         M
eaning Construction                                                Meaning Construction                

          
        

      
      

     
     

   M
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Figure 2.2:Model of Meaning Construction

Reader

The reader in my circle can be any reader; however, for a model of developmental 

reading, the reader would be a student who has low reading skills and has tested into 

developmental reading.  If reading ability is below college-level, then there will most likely 

be lower achievement in content courses.  Poor reading ability is seen as the “kiss of death“ 

for college education (Adelman, 1998, p. 2). For those students who were in a reading 

course and three or more other remedial courses, the bachelor degree completion rate 

was 12 percent (Adelman, 1998).  The Michigan Department of Education states “Nearly 

30 percent of college freshmen are immediately placed into remedial courses that cover 

material they should have learned in high school...76 percent of college students requiring 

remedial reading do not earn either an associate’s or a bachelor’s degree” (www.mi.gov/
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mde).  For students who have been poor readers throughout high school,  a reading course 

might not be a course that they want to take or they might question their need to take it at 

all. Many want to get on with courses in their programs. 

Motivation is a factor in reading ability as those who are motivated to read improve and 

are very likely to become better readers. However, if students only see their reading course 

as a barrier to taking their regular college courses, they won’t be motivated to improve. 

Developmental reading students’ intrinsic motivation may be low because they might not 

have a history of good reading experiences. However, they might be extrinsically motivated 

by the hope of a better job and/or a better life by going to college (Bye, Pushkar, & Conway, 

2007, p.143).  “Struggling students need active support, effective learning tools, and real 

opportunities for success if they are to become intrinsically motivated” (Allgood, Risko, 

Alvarez, Fairbanks, 2000, p. 209).  The reader in the college reading course needs the 

teacher to offer this support and provide the learning tools necessary for his/her success.

Schema play a major role in reading and learning. Developmental reading students 

might lack certain schemata such as lexical knowledge, world knowledge, personal 

H[SHULHQFH��DV�ZHOO�DV�D�ODFN�RI�VFKHPD�IRU�WH[W�RUJDQL]DWLRQ��7KLV�GH¿FLHQF\�FDQ�UHVXOW�LQ�

loss of meaning. Ruddell and Unrau cite the example of The Adventures of Huckleberry 

Finn (Twain, 1884) whereby some students might activate schemata that leads them to see 

the novel as just “a series of adventures” (p. 1009). These students might then have trouble 

seeing the “novel as a satire” (p. 1009). Their existing schemata has led them in a direction 

that affected their understanding of the text. This example is consistent with what takes 

place with developmental readers and their limited text knowledge.                                 
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Teacher

The teacher in my model brings to the learning environment a particular belief system. 

This has been cultivated over a lifetime and involves many facets of prior knowledge, 

including how students learn and communicate. It also includes a belief about developmental 

reading students and how they should be taught. It could possibly include preconceived 

ideas about these students such as their lifestyles, their socio-economic levels, or their 

cultural characteristics. 

I have described some of the characteristics of readers who have below college-level 

reading skills. The beliefs and philosophies that instructors have about these students might 

impact the students and the classroom learning environment. This classroom environment 

and the resulting social interaction might affect the students. The surrounding circle depicted 

in my model is a result of the interaction of the students’ cognitive and affective beliefs 

with the teacher’s cognitive and affective beliefs. Given this scenario, each classroom 

learning environment will be unique. It is therefore critical that any analysis of teachers’ 

beliefs and practices would involve investigating classroom practices and also knowledge 

of the instructors’ beliefs.

Instructional Practices

The realities of adjunct reading instructors are that they may come to the college 

classroom with content knowledge but no knowledge of the methods they can use to teach 

college developmental students. Many college adjunct instructors use a trial and error 

approach to instruction. 

Due to a diverse student population, open-access schools are challenged to meet the 
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needs of under-prepared students while also challenging those students whose skills are at 

college level and those students who might transfer to a four-year university.  These students 

need to be prepared for the rigor of their last two years at a university.  This is a challenge 

for institutions, but it is also very challenging for instructors in the classroom.   Many of 

the students who attend open-access institutions come with lower skills than other students. 

7KLV�PLJKW�IRUFH�³LQVWUXFWRUV�WR�¿QG�QHZ�ZD\V�WR�WHDFK�DQG�UHTXLULQJ�PRUH�UHPHGLDO�RU�

developmental education” (Grubb & Assoc. 1999, p.7). Studies which show the effect a 

teacher’s prior beliefs have on teaching, make me wonder whether any negative beliefs 

adjunct instructors have towards these developmental students affect their instructional 

practices. 

Grubb (1999) addresses the challenges facing open-access schools and instructors 

without formal training in teaching and instructing students whose skills are not at the 

college level. “In the absence of any preparation for teaching, most instructors develop 

their methods through a lengthy process of trial and error” (p. 27).  He analyzed instructors’ 

approaches to instruction at the community colleges and created two categories. The 

¿UVW� FDWHJRU\� ZDV� ODEHOHG� EHKDYLRULVW� �DOVR� FDOOHG� SDVVLYH�� WHDFKHU�FHQWHUHG�� GLGDFWLF��

conventional wisdom, ‘skills and drills’ or the part to whole approach) (p.28).  The second 

category outlined by Grubb was labeled meaning-making, taken from Bruner (1990) where 

students create their own meaning and interpretation (also called constructivist, student-

centered, andragogy, active, holistic, whole to part, and progressive) (p.31). Most of the 

decisions regarding instruction were made by the faculty individually.  With the absence of 

formal training, many instructors learned by trial and error.  They came to realize what they 
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thought worked in their courses, with their students, and taught accordingly.  

Most of Grubb’s data came from classroom observations. Many of the instructors 

describe beginning these courses with teacher-centered instruction, “found them ineffective, 

and then moved through trial and error to more student-and meaning-centered practices, 

or to some version of hybrid teaching” (p. 45).  If developmental instructors can be given 

instructional practices which have proven successful, they might not have to go through 

as much trial and error. This seems especially important when a large percentage of the 

teaching staff are comprised of adjunct instructors, those teaching at the institution on a 

part-time basis who might not have time for training in teaching strategies. They might be 

the most in need of strategies to help developmental reading students. 

When instructors are unsuccessful, what happens to the developmental students in their 

classes?  These vulnerable students might not continue on with their education; they might 

have their negative expectations realized. Post-secondary, open-access institutions have an 

REOLJDWLRQ�WR�SURYLGH�WKH�EHVW�VXSSRUW�SRVVLEOH�WR�KHOS�WKHVH�VWXGHQWV���,W�LV�HVVHQWLDO�WR�¿QG�

instructional practices which have proven successful with college developmental reading 

students. For my study it will be important to ascertain the instructor’s level of training in 

teaching reading.  

Richardson, Fisk and Okun (1983) also did a three -year, in-depth study of one open-

access college, Oakwood (pseudonym).  This study documented “the leveling down of 

literacy at this college” (p.2).  They described three types of classrooms at this school, the 

teaching and learning going on, the reading and writing requirements and the effects of 

instructor objectives on literacy in each of these classrooms.
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The Oakwood study documents the typical classroom instruction as teachers doling 

out information.  Most of the knowledge was very general in nature and not focused on 

real-life practice. The instructional practice was lecture and discussion. Few basic skills 

classes included critical literacy skills.  While the mode of learning in these courses was 

described as social interaction, instructors directed all activities with the students (p.62).  

In describing the reading and writing requirements at Oakwood, the authors cited “the lack 

of critical thinking required of students and the dependent role they assumed as learners” 

(p.72).  

7KH�VWXG\�DOVR�ORRNHG�DW�WKH�HIIHFWV�RI�LQVWUXFWRU�REMHFWLYHV�RQ�OLWHUDF\�DQG�³FRQ¿UPHG�

that course objectives and students’ use of reading and writing co-vary” (p.73).  They 

based this analysis on Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: cognitive, affective, 

and psychomotor domains.  First, instructors’ approaches to teaching were related to 

their objectives. Cognitive objectives resulted in the instructor having an information 

disseminator style of teaching.  Affective objectives resulted in a more social interaction 

mode of instruction.  Psychomotor resulted in a lab type of classroom where the instructor 

was a resource as seen in a vocational lab course.  Over 40 percent of all objectives fell into 

the lowest level of the cognitive (knowledge) domain, 30 percent into the second and third 

levels of comprehension and application, and less than 5 percent were related to the highest 

levels of the cognitive domain – analysis, synthesis, and evaluation (p.75).  If learning is 

watered down for developmental students, the institution does a terrible disservice to these 

students. Institutions must be aware of what types of teaching and learning are going on in 

developmental reading courses. “…when reading is the core of the problem, the odds of 
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success in college environments are…low” (Roueche & Roueche, 1993, p.21).

Studies by Grubb and by Richardson, Fisk and Okun highlight the teacher-centered 

approach used by many college instructors.  They also highlight instructors’ lack of formal 

training in teaching methods.  Next I will describe recent studies which investigated 

teachers’ beliefs and practices.

The following six studies used qualitative methods in investigating teachers’ beliefs 

and practices.  The studies, which encompassed both K12 and higher education teachers, 

IRXQG�WKDW�EHOLHIV�DQG�SUDFWLFHV�ZHUH�DOLJQHG�LQ�VRPH�ZD\V�EXW�DOVR�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�RWKHU�

factors.

Meidl (2013) studied third and fourth grade teachers at an urban elementary school to 

investigate testing and teachers’ actions when the district mandates what reading program 

they must use. Her qualitative methods included observations, interviews, and documents 

related to curriculum planning such as pacing guides, textbooks, and district timelines. 

Two major themes emerged from the data regarding curriculum and testing.  The district’s 

curriculum was often incongruent with teachers beliefs and practices.  Some teachers 

opted out of parts of the curriculum that they did not agree with.  Also students completed 

benchmark testing every six weeks, so teachers’ daily instruction often mirrored test 

preparation. Meidl concluded that the mandated curriculum “constricted a teacher’s ability 

to build relationships, meet students’ needs, and scaffold learning” (p. 7).  She used the 

term “pedagogical dissonance” (p. 7) to characterize this incongruity.

Pecore (2013) studied four teachers’ alignment of classroom practices with constructivist 

principles after participating in a problem-based learning (aligned within constructivist 
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philosophy) workshop. He found that beliefs alone did not seem to explain whether teachers 

adopted new teaching practices. “Despite all four participants...having beliefs supportive 

of constructivist learning environments, not all of the teachers aligned as high in practice 

to constructivist principles when teaching a PBL unit” (p. 24).  The two teachers whose 

beliefs aligned highly with constructivist beliefs implemented the problem-based learning 

from the workshop much more fully than did the teachers whose constructivist beliefs were 

not as highly aligned. Pecore suggested that other things such as classroom culture and 

school district accountability measures might interfere with teacher practice.

Peabody (2007) examined how teacher beliefs and instructional practices might 

LQÀXHQFH�WKH�)ORULGD�&RPSUHKHQVLYH�5HDGLQJ�$VVHVVPHQW�7HVW�SHUIRUPDQFH��)&$7��LQ�ORZ�

and high performing schools in Florida where a majority of the students at the schools were 

at-risk (p. 181). Peabody used qualitative methods for this study including observations, 

interviews, domain analysis and Attride-Stirling’s thematic networks method.  It was a 

follow up to a quantitative study where those results warranted further investigation of 

classroom variables.  Peabody found that teachers at higher performing schools utilized 

a student-centered instructional format where in lower performing schools the instruction 

ZDV� WHDFKHU�GLUHFWHG�� �3HDERG\¶V�¿QGLQJV�GHPRQVWUDWHG� WKDW�³WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI� WKH�)&$7�

affected the curriculum” (p. 188). The state and the school district had mandated teachers 

to focus on assessments and mini-lessons. In the student-centered classrooms, the teachers 

allowed the students to analyze, interpret, and synthesize information on their own within 

the curriculum guidelines whereas the teachers whose practices were more teacher-directed 

did not do this and instead focused on test preparation. Consistent with Pecore (2013) 
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and Meidl (2013) described above, factors in addition to beliefs can affect the learning 

environments of classrooms.

Unlike some of the previously discussed research, Maxson (1996) found a relationship 

EHWZHHQ��WHDFKHU�EHOLHIV�DQG�SUDFWLFHV��7KLV�VWXG\�LQYHVWLJDWHG�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�¿YH�WHDFKHUV¶�

EHOLHIV�RQ�OLWHUDF\�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�DW�ULVN�¿UVW�JUDGHUV�LQ�GLIIHUHQW�KLJK�ULVN�VFKRROV���0D[VRQ�

used some of the same methods including teacher interviews and observations in a constant 

comparative method of data analysis. When interviewing the teachers, Maxson found that 

they held strong beliefs about literacy instruction, their diverse student population, and 

the classroom environment that “they created for their students” (p. 10).  They supported 

WKHVH�EHOLHIV� LQ� WKHLU�SUDFWLFHV��0D[VRQ¶V�¿QGLQJ�ZDV� WKDW� WHDFKHUV�QHHG� WR�KDYH�D�FOHDU�

understanding of the needs of at-risk students. 

Powers, Zippay, and Butler (2006) also investigated teachers’ beliefs and practices in 

literacy by studying four teachers; however, their study took place in a literacy clinic at a 

university where participants were doing graduate work.  They worked one-on-one with 

a struggling reader in the clinic, but they were also observed at the schools where they 

taught at-risk student populations.  To study teacher beliefs and practices, this study used 

the Literacy Orientation Survey, pre-post-interviews which were recorded and transcribed, 

¿HOG�REVHUYDWLRQV��DQG�WHDFKHU�UHÀHFWLYH�MRXUQDOV���7KUHH�NH\�¿QGLQJV�HPHUJHG�IURP�WKH�

study.  First, they found a misalignment between teachers’ literacy beliefs and instructional 

practices in the classroom, and they identify three contributors to the misalignment:  1. 

education policies which are “preoccupied with standards and accountability, 2). teacher 

training, and 3). a lack of professional development and administrative support. A 
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VHFRQG�¿QGLQJ�ZDV� WKDW� � WKH�³LQVWUXFWLRQDO� IUDPHZRUN�HPSOR\HG�E\� WHDFKHUV� LQÀXHQFHV�

their application of literacy instructional strategies in the clinic and the classroom” (p. 

136).  For example, two of the teachers did not agree with using the Accelerated Reader 

program mandated by district curriculum and used it in a way more in line with their 

EHOLHIV�DERXW�OLWHUDF\��7KH�WKLUG�¿QGLQJ�LQYROYHG�DVVHVVPHQW�DQG�WKDW�³7HDFKHUV�VHUYH�DV�

the most important assessment instrument of their students’ literacy development” (p. 138). 

Some examples of these included one teacher taking anecdotal notes and then writing 

reports and summaries on students for assessment purposes.  Another teacher, who held 

constructivist principles, used authentic assessments such as projects. A third teacher 

who worked in Reading Recovery used mandated assessment surveys as well as running 

records and anecdotal notes. The fourth teacher also used authentic assessments.  This 

VWXG\�GHPRQVWUDWHG�WKDW�HDFK�FODVVURRP�HQYLURQPHQW�ZDV�GLIIHUHQW�DQG�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�WKH�

teachers’ beliefs and other factors unique to the teachers and their situations.

Addy, et. Al (2013) completed a study of higher education science faculty with 

educational specialties to gain insight into the beliefs and practices of those instructors 

who are being hired at higher education science departments at an increasing rate due to 

their training in education. These institutions are looking for faculty to teach using student-

centered practices.  The methods used included teacher beliefs interviews, inventories, and 

a one hour classroom observation was video recorded for ten of the 25 instructors.

The authors found that faculty “who espoused more student-centered beliefs also 

adopted more student-centered practices” (p. 88). However, those faculty who espoused 

more traditional teaching beliefs did not adopt the student-centered instructional practices 
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preferred by the institution. These results imply that if an institution requires more student-

centered practices in their departments, then “attention to espoused teaching beliefs may be 

warranted during the selection process” (p. 88).  This study also found that the alignment 

of beliefs and practices are made more complex because of other factors imposed on 

instructors (p. 82). These results are also in line with the previously discussed studies which 

demonstrated that other factors such as district and school demands impact the classroom 

learning environments. Even when instructors wanted to implement certain practices, they 

did not always feel that they could because of other demands. For higher education faculty, 

this study noted the potential impact of the requirement for published research and the fear 

of poor student evaluations for instructors to gain tenure. These factors might impact what 

occurs in the classroom.

Kuzborska (2011) also studied beliefs and practices in higher education. This study took 

place at a university in Lithuania and utilized qualitative methods to investigate instructors’ 

beliefs and practices in teaching reading. These methods included observations, video 

WDSHV��DQG�GRFXPHQW�DQDO\VLV�VXFK�DV�V\OODEL��WH[WERRNV��DQG�WHVWV���.X]ERUVND�LGHQWL¿HG�

WHDFKHUV¶�EHOLHIV�DV�FRQJUXHQW�ZLWK�SUDFWLFHV��7KH�WHDFKHUV¶�EHOLHIV�DQG�SUDFWLFHV�UHÀHFWHG�

skills-based approaches even though those approaches were not considered best practices.  

The instructors did not have training in reading instruction. Kuzborska states that if 

instructors are to change their skills-based practices, then they need to be made aware of 

“alternative models and approaches” (p. 120).  This is consistent with Addy, et. Al (2013) 

in that institutions are aware of the need for student-centered practices in higher education 

classrooms which are more in line with adult learning philosophy discussed previously in 
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this chapter.

Thus the results of these studies suggest that beliefs do have an impact on classroom 

SUDFWLFHV��EXW�WKLQJV�RWKHU�WKDQ�EHOLHIV�FDQ�DOVR�LQÀXHQFH�FODVVURRP�SUDFWLFHV���7KHUHIRUH��LQ�

my study it is important to consider the relationship between beliefs and practices for these 

instructors.  There is a possibility that factors other than beliefs may affect the practices of 

the developmental reading instructors.

Summary

The number of developmental students in all institutions is growing, especially 

WKRVH�ZLWK� RSHQ�DGPLVVLRQ�SROLFLHV�� �&ROOHJHV� DUH� IDFHG�ZLWK� D� VLJQL¿FDQW� FKDOOHQJH� LQ�

addressing the needs of students whose skills, for whatever reason, are below college 

level.  After reviewing learning theories that tie classroom instruction to a philosophical 

framework including behaviorism, humanism, cognitivism, constructivism, andragogy, 

and learner-centered theory, it became clear that my study should investigate the beliefs of 

developmental reading instructors in order to link classroom instruction to a philosophical 

framework.

%HKDYLRULVP� KDV� D� ORQJ� KLVWRU\� DQG� H[HPSOL¿HG� LQ� PDVWHU\� OHDUQLQJ�� SURJUDPPHG�

learning, diagnostic testing of students, and the use of publisher programs.  Characteristics 

RI�EHKDYLRULVW�SUDFWLFH�LQFOXGH�VSHFL¿F�DQG�PHDVXUDEOH�EHKDYLRUDO�REMHFWLYHV��GLDJQRVLV�RI�

skills, sequential presentation of materials, mastery of skills before advancing, immediate 

reinforcement, opportunities for extended practice, programmed instruction as well as 

computer-aided instruction.
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The second learning theory important to research in developmental reading is the 

cognitive psychology theory of learning, which is based on the belief that learning involves 

a series of mental processes.  “The dual nature of cognition: all human intellectual activities 

such as thinking, communicating, problem solving, and learning require both process and 

knowledge” (Roueche & Roueche, 1993, p.171). 

A cognitive concept, schema theory, plays an important role in reading and this is 

particularly important when dealing with adult students. Many adult students bring with 

them a variety of backgrounds which impacts their classrooms, but particularly a reading 

classroom.  Students encountering new experiences make some structural changes in their 

existing array of schemata to account for this anomaly (Pearson & Stephens, 2002, p.31). 

Reading instructors help students activate prior knowledge or help them develop a schema 

to facilitate their reading and learning. 

In researching adult education, the term ‘constructivist’ is not often used in relation to 

adults (e.g. Grubb, 1999; Tracy & Morrow, 2006).  The two terms used in most adult education 

literature are andragogy and learner-centered theory.  After researching them both, I believe 

WKH\�DUH�FRQVWUXFWLYLVW�LQ�QDWXUH��DQG�,�FODVVL¿HG�WKHP�XQGHU�WKH�FRQVWUXFWLYLVW�XPEUHOOD���

However, I also question whether andragogy and learner-centered are theories. They might 

be better described as instructional practices rather than theory, especially learner-centered. 

A theory which belongs under the umbrella of constructivism is humanism, an important 

aspect of andragogy and learner-centered practice. The humanist perspective anticipates 

learning taking place naturally and not through manipulation, such as reinforcement.  

Humanists perceive learning as part of a human need for personal growth and see students 
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as whole persons, not just students.  They value adults’ life experiences and foster this in 

the college classroom. Humanism, andragogy, and learner-centered approaches posit that 

classrooms should be student-centered.

Constructivists believe that learners should be actively engaged in the learning process. 

Learning can take place without observable behavior which is such an important component 

of behaviorist theory.  Students actively construct knowledge, and learning results from a 

hypothesis-testing experience. Constructivist teachers see themselves as facilitators in the 

classroom, rather than experts imparting knowledge to a quiet classroom of note-taking 

students.

In researching modes of instruction, the majority of the literature advocated for limiting 

the use of lecture in the classroom; and the use of technology to only supplement instruction, 

not to be the sole method of instruction. Many of the cognitive based literature advocates 

for direct instruction leading to students’ independent use of learning strategies. Even with 

direct instruction by the teacher, the learners must be actively engaged in constructing 

and generating meaning themselves. Instruction coming from a behaviorist perspective 

advocates mastery learning whereby the students learn in small units, are given timely 

IHHGEDFN�� DQG� WHVWHG� IUHTXHQWO\� EHIRUH� JRLQJ� RQ� WR� PRUH� GLI¿FXOW� PDWHULDO�� $OWKRXJK�

programmed learning is not as popular as it was in the 1970s and 1980s, computer-

aided instruction remains used in the form of commercial software prevalent in many 

developmental classrooms, especially reading and math courses. 

The purpose of this study is to ascertain beliefs of two developmental reading 

instructors, to which theoretical model(s) these beliefs are linked: behaviorist, cognitivist 
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and/or constructivist, to what extent these beliefs are mirrored in their instructional practice 

in the classroom, and then how do these factors impact the learning environments of their 

classrooms. 

Much of the literature on developmental reading calls for more research (Addy, et.al, 

2013; Allgood, Riski, Alvarez and Fairbanks, 2000; Casazza, 2003; Caverly, Orlando and 

Mullen, 2000; Grubb, 1999; Kuzborska, 2011; Nist and Holschuh, 2000; Nist and Simpson, 

2000; Powers, Zippay, and Butler, 2006; Simpson and Randall, 2000). Since there is a 

need for more research on developmental reading instruction, my research may provide 

information regarding what is going on in developmental reading classrooms and how 

instructors’ beliefs inform practices.  It is important that I ascertain if instructional practices 

mirror beliefs and how both affect the learning environments of the developmental reading 

classrooms of the two instructors in my study.

Quantitative data is not enough to discern the nuances of classroom activities and their 

impacts.  The number of students who pass the course and improve their skill on a post-

test, for example, is not data which alone can describe the instructor or the classroom 

environment.  These data come from observing classroom reading instructors.  Taking an 

ethnographic approach to this study of developmental reading will allow me to see, not only 

what the instructor is doing; but through interviewing and analysis, I can ascertain what 

beliefs guide the instructor’s practices and then how their particular beliefs and practices 

impact the learning environments of their classrooms.
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CHAPTER THREE

Research Questions

The proposed research is a 10-week study of two developmental reading instructors at 

D�SULYDWH��QRQ�SUR¿W��RSHQ�DGPLVVLRQ��IRXU�\HDU�FROOHJH���

The problem addressed in the study:  

To ascertain beliefs of two developmental reading instructors, to which theoretical 

model(s) these beliefs are linked: behaviorist, cognitivist and/or constructivist, to what 

extent these beliefs are mirrored in their instructional practice in the classroom, and then 

how do these factors impact the learning environments of their classrooms. 

The questions guiding this study include the following: 

Research Question 1:  What are instructors’ beliefs about teaching developmental 

reading and developmental reading students, and how do their instructional practices 

UHÀHFW�WKHVH�EHOLHIV"

Research Question 2:  How do instructors’ beliefs and practices about developmental 

UHDGLQJ� DQG� GHYHORSPHQWDO� UHDGLQJ� VWXGHQWV� UHÀHFW� EHKDYLRULVW�� FRJQLWLYLVW� DQG�RU�

constructivist theories?

Research Question 3:  How do instructors’ beliefs and instructional practices affect the 

learning environment of the developmental reading classroom?
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Research Paradigm

This study’s research design is descriptive within the naturalistic paradigm, utilizing 

ethnographic methods of data collection. “Ethnography is an approach to learning about 

the social and cultural life of communities, institutions, and other settings” (Schensul, 

Schensul, & LeCompte, p.1, 1999).  The authors’ characteristics of ethnography are listed 

below along with the aspect of this study which meets the requirement(s): 

1. It is carried out in a natural setting. 

 Participants were observed in their classrooms. I was a passive participant  

 so that I was able to observe natural teaching situations. The classrooms  

 were not  adjusted in any way for the observations. If the instructor moved  

 the class to another area such as the library or a computer lab, then this  

 area was considered a natural setting.

2. It involves intimate, face-to-face interaction with participants. 

 I interviewed each instructor twice in a semi-structured format in a face-  

 to- face situation.  Additional informal face-to-face discussions occurred  

 before and after each of the observations.

3. ,W�SUHVHQWV�DQ�DFFXUDWH�UHÀHFWLRQ�RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�SHUVSHFWLYH�DQG� 

 behaviors.

� 7R�KHOS�HQVXUH�DQ�DFFXUDWH�UHÀHFWLRQ�RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�SHUVSHFWLYHV�DQG� 

 behaviors, digital audio recordings were utilized. The interview transcriptions  

 were given to the instructors to check for accuracy. Member checks  
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 were conducted so that participants could verify the accuracy of my data.  

 In addition to the participants themselves verifying accuracy, an  

� LQGHSHQGHQW�FRGHU�YHUL¿HG�WZHQW\�¿YH�SHUFHQW�RI�P\�FROOHFWHG�GDWD��,QWHU� 

 rater reliability helped to ensure accuracy.

4. It uses inductive, interactive, and recursive data collection and analytic  

 strategies to build local cultural theories. 

 Collecting data, recording data, and analyzing data in a cyclical pattern  

 utilizing thick description are the ethnographic methods that were used  

 to build a theory regarding the culture of the two instructors’ classrooms  

 and what they did to enhance student learning. I was in the classroom for  

� ¿YH�REVHUYDWLRQV�GXULQJ�D�WHQ�ZHHN�TXDUWHU��JRLQJ�EDFN�DQG�WDONLQJ�ZLWK� 

� WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�UHJXODUO\�DQG�FRQGXFWLQJ�PHPEHU�FKHFNV��7KHLU�UHÀHFWLYH� 

 journals were also analyzed as part of data collection. These strategies  

 were on going through the ten weeks and  continued until no new ideas  

 were revealed.

5. It uses multiple data sources.

 Two surveys and a questionnaire were given before observations began  

 supplied data about participants’ beliefs regarding teaching reading and  

 developmental reading students. Interviews provided further data  

 regarding beliefs and also provided rationale for actions in the classrooms,  

� DV�ZHOO�DV�UHÀHFWLRQV�RQ�ZKDW�RFFXUUHG��2EVHUYDWLRQV�VXSSOLHG�GDWD� 

 regarding classroom context, including instructor actions and teaching.  
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� -RXUQDOV�KHOSHG�HQVXUH�WKDW�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�UHÀHFWLRQV�ZHUH�SDUW�RI�WKH�GDWD� 

 collection. 

6. It frames all human behavior and belief within a sociopolitical and  

 historical context.

 Unrau and Ruddell’s Reading as a Meaning Construction process and  

 Langer’s 2004 study of successful instructional practices of teachers in  

 high achieving middle and high schools, both described in Chapter Two,  

 were positioned within a sociocognitive theoretical framework. They  

 also both emphasized the contextualized nature of teaching and learning.  

 The instructor brought his/her knowledge and experiences to the  

 classroom. In my study, observing what happens in the classrooms and  

� DVNLQJ�TXHVWLRQV�WKURXJK�LQWHUYLHZV��VXUYH\V��TXHVWLRQQDLUHV�DQG�UHÀHFWLYH� 

 journals, data analysis was framed within the sociocognitive context  

 discussed in Chapter Two.

7. It uses the concept of culture as a lens through which to interpret results. 

 The concept of culture is complex. In this study it included the culture of  

 the college as a private, open-admission institution; the culture of the  

 students in the classroom; the culture of the participants themselves; and  

 the culture of developmental education. Participants saw and interpreted  

 through their own personal lens, what made their classroom contexts  

 unique. Semantic domain analysis, taxonomic analysis and componential  

 analysis was performed on all data gathered through the survey,  



59

 questionnaire, interviews, artifacts, observations, and participants’  

 journals. These multiple perspectives allowed me to come to know what  

 the instructors were doing in their classrooms and the reasons given for  

 doing them (Schensul, Schensul, & LeCompte, 1999, p.9). 

Description of the Setting

7KH�VLWH�IRU�WKLV�UHVHDUFK�ZDV�D�IRXU�\HDU��SULYDWH��QRQ�SUR¿W�LQVWLWXWLRQ�ORFDWHG�LQ�WKH�

northern suburbs of a large Midwestern city.  The institution has a student population of 

approximately 6,400 on its campus, and grants associate and bachelor degrees. It has a 

right-to-try philosophy with an open-access policy.  It is accredited by the Commission on 

Institutions of Higher Education of the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools 

and is part of a larger system of thirteen additional campuses located across Michigan’s 

lower peninsula totaling over 40,000 students.  

The campus has seen its enrollment grow from approximately 200 students in 1990 

to over 6,400 in 2009.  The majority of students are drawn from a northern suburban area 

of this Midwestern city.  The county where the campus is located has seen a change in its 

population due to an increase in foreign-born immigrants settling in the county, with ten 

percent of the county residents being foreign born.  The income level is typically middle- to 

lower-middle class with the median household income of $52,102 in 1999.  Approximately 

32% of the county’s population has a high school diploma or equivalent (American 

Community Survey, 2000).  In the last few years the county has seen its manufacturing base 

decline as companies relocate to other states, foreign countries or close their businesses.  

Many students have come back to school for retraining and to gain skills which will result 
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LQ�DQ�DOWHUQDWH�FDUHHU���7KXV��VWXGHQWV�ZKR�FRPH�WR�VFKRRO�IRU�WKLV�VSHFL¿F�SXUSRVH�WHQG�WR�

be nontraditional.  The college has also seen its base of traditional students increase.  These 

students commonly attend classes during the day and have increased the college’s daytime 

HQUROOPHQW�WR�¿IW\�SHUFHQW��ZKHUHDV�LQ�WKH�SDVW��WKHUH�ZDV�D�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�ODUJHU�SHUFHQWDJH�

of night-time students.

1HZ��¿UVW�WLPH�IUHVKPHQ�ZLWK�QR�FROOHJH�WUDQVIHU�FUHGLW�DUH�JLYHQ�D�&203$66��$&7��

1994) test which assesses their reading, math and writing skills.  If they do not have 

college-level skills in these areas, they are placed into the corresponding developmental 

class: Reading (score of 0-68), Essential Math (score of 0-43), Pre-Algebra (score of 

44-57), or English Review (score of 0-24). Students who place into the math or English 

class are prevented from taking any higher level math or composition classes until these 

developmental courses have been passed.  The reading course is not typically a pre-

requisite for any course. However in 2006, due to the level of reading required in their 

introductory courses, the Early Childhood Education (ECE) and Computer Science (CIS) 

programs made the reading class a pre-requisite for their introductory classes. In 2007, the 

developmental reading class was made mandatory for those new students who tested into 

it.

Recently the reading course curriculum was rewritten to address the need for improved 

comprehension of college-level reading material and study skills. The goal was to help 

retain the developmental students and to enhance their success in college-level courses. A 

post-COMPASS test was also added as an exit exam, and students are  required to attain a 

score of 60 to pass the reading course.  This open-admission college enrolls a substantial 
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number of developmental students, and it is in the process of trying to meet the needs 

of these students. As an employee of this institution, I have seen the struggles that have 

occurred with the increase in the numbers of developmental students.

Participants 

Two instructors of the developmental reading course at this institution were the subjects 

RI�WKLV�VWXG\���,QVWUXFWRUV�DUH�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�GHYHORSPHQWDO�VWXGHQWV��DQG�LW�LV�

important to analyze what these instructors are doing in the classrooms.  The number of 

developmental reading instructors varies per quarter based on the numbers of students who 

test into developmental reading courses. This study took place in the fall quarter of 2010 

and winter quarter of 2011. I selected the instructors once the reading course sections were 

staffed and instructor names were added to the course on the college schedule for each 

quarter.

Participant Selection

Two instructors who taught the reading course for at least three quarters and were willing 

to participate in this study were selected. First, the length of time teaching at this institution 

was important.  It is necessary for the instructor to have a minimum of three quarters 

teaching the developmental reading course.  At this institution developmental instructors 

DUH�HYDOXDWHG�GXULQJ�WKHLU�¿UVW�TXDUWHUV�DQG�WKHLU�VWXGHQW�UHWHQWLRQ�UDWH�LV�WDNHQ�LQWR�DFFRXQW�

if they are asked to continue teaching developmental courses, including developmental 

reading. Choosing instructors who had taught at least three quarters  ensured a participant 

had experience and was deemed by the institution as effective in teaching this course.  

The only compensation included $100 gift cards to restaurants of each instructor’s 
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choice (one instructor had two $50 gift cards to two different restaurants). These were a 

JHVWXUH�RI�WKDQNV�DIWHU�,�FRPSOHWHG�WKH�REVHUYDWLRQV�DQG�¿QDO�LQWHUYLHZV���

Minimizing Workplace Risk

To avoid compromising their work environment, the instructors’ identities were kept 

FRQ¿GHQWLDO�� 1R� RQH� NQHZ�ZKLFK� LQVWUXFWRUV� DUH� VXEMHFWV� RI� P\� VWXG\�� LQFOXGLQJ� WKHLU�

supervisor and other employees at this institution. The instructors were asked to sign an 

informed consent form which detailed their responsibilities as participants in the study. 

7KHVH�IRUPV�ZHUH�VWRUHG�DW�WKH�3ULQFLSDO�,QYHVWLJDWRU¶V�KRPH�LQ�D�ORFNHG�¿OH�FDELQHW�DV�ZLOO�

DOO�RWKHU�GDWD�UHODWHG�WR�WKH�VWXG\���,GHQWL¿HUV�ZHUH�FRGHG�VR�WKDW�UHDO�QDPHV�ZHUH�QRW��XVHG���

All interviews took place off campus, and emails were sent through the personal email 

addresses to avoid using the institution’s email system. 

Data Collection

Data collection included observational data from in-class observations including 

digital audio recordings, transcribed for analysis; interviews with the participants, which 

DOVR�ZHUH�DXGLR�UHFRUGHG�DQG�WUDQVFULEHG��DUWLIDFWV��DQG�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�UHÀHFWLYH�MRXUQDOV��,W�

was important that I observed these instructors in their natural setting, which is a feature of 

ethnography.  Spradley (1980) states “Ethnography is the work of describing a culture” (p. 

3). He goes on to state, “The essential core of ethnography is this concern with the meaning 

of actions and events to the people we seek to understand” (p. 5). If this ethnographic study 

was to be effective, it had to deal with “cultural behavior, cultural knowledge, and cultural 

artifacts” (p.5). Classroom observations of the instructors  facilitated knowledge, behavior, 

and artifacts.
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Observations and Follow-up Informal Interviews

(DFK� LQVWUXFWRU�ZDV�REVHUYHG�¿YH�ZHHNV� LQ� WKH�FODVVURRP�IRU�D� WRWDO�RI����KRXUV�� ,�

was a passive participant in the classroom, making an ethnographic record by keeping a 

FRPSUHKHQVLYH�DFFRXQW�LQ�¿HOG�QRWHV�RI�ZKDW�WRRN�SODFH�LQ�WKH�FODVVURRP��,W�ZDV�LPSRUWDQW�

WKDW�,�UHPDLQ�DZDUH�RI�WKH�WKUHH�SULQFLSOHV��7KH�ODQJXDJH�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�SULQFLSOH��ZKLFK�

PHDQV�WKDW�WKH�HWKQRJUDSKLF�UHFRUG�³UHÀHFWV�WKH�VDPH�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�ODQJXDJH�XVDJHV�DV�WKH�

DFWXDO�¿HOG�VLWXDWLRQ´��WKH�YHUEDWLP�SULQFLSOH��ZKHUHE\�WKH�UHFRUG�VKRXOG�VWDWH�H[DFWO\�ZKDW�

the participant says; and the concrete principle, which means that concrete language should 

be used when describing observations (Spradley, 1980, p.68). 

The classroom included an instructor, the only participant, and approximately 25 

students who were not participating in this study. I digitally audio recorded the instructor 

ZLWK�D�ODSHO�PLFURSKRQH��DV�D�FKHFN�RQ�WKH�DFFXUDF\�RI�P\�¿HOG�QRWHV��1R�QDPHV�RI�VWXGHQWV�

were used in the data or data analysis. I informed the students in the classes that I was 

conducting a study on reading instruction and would be observing approximately once per 

week for the evening class and twice per week for the day class. I emphasized that this 

study did not include them in any way. 

Since I took notes in the classroom, if I needed to refer to students, it was in very 

general terms or pseudonyms so that they were not recognizable to anyone other than the 

researcher.  However, at the beginning of the observations, I asked students to inform me, 

WKURXJK�P\�SHUVRQDO�HPDLO�DGGUHVV��LI�WKH\�SUHIHUUHG�WKDW�,�QRW�PHQWLRQ�WKHP�LQ�P\�¿HOG�

notes, even using pseudonyms. If anyone did object, then I would not refer to them. No 

students requested this.  Participants were advised to refrain from telling anyone that I was 



64

conducting research in their class.

After each observation I conducted a ten minute informal discussion with the instructor 

to verify data from the observations. The discussions served as member checks, recorded 

LQ�WKH�UHVHDUFKHU�¿HOG�QRWHERRN��DQG�DOVR�GLJLWDOO\�UHFRUGHG�DQG�WUDQVFULEHG�IRU�DQDO\VLV��

Passive Participation

6SUDGOH\��������OLVWV�¿YH�W\SHV�RI�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ��QRQ�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ��SDVVLYH�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ��

moderate participation, active participation, and complete participation. My participation 

LQ�REVHUYLQJ�WKH�WZR�GHYHORSPHQWDO�UHDGLQJ�FODVVHV�LV�FODVVL¿HG�DV�SDVVLYH�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�

which Spradley describes as “present at the scene but does not participate or interact with 

RWKHU�SHRSOH�WR�D�JUHDW�H[WHQW´��S������,�ZDV�SUHVHQW�LQ�WKH�FODVVURRP��VLWWLQJ�DQG�WDNLQJ�¿HOG�

notes but not participating in any manner.  

Artifacts

I collected artifacts from the classroom such as items the instructor handed out to students, 

instructor-only material, media such as videos, clips, etc., institution related information 

pertinent to the course, and other items which physically represent contributions to the 

classroom context. I did not collect any student work. “Detailed studies of of artifacts 

are necessary if a researcher is to explore the systematic relationship between people and 

their physical environment” (Erlandson et al., 1993). These artifacts were analyzed and 

provided more data regarding the instructors’ beliefs and how these beliefs affected the 

classroom context. 

7KHRUHWLFDO�2ULHQWDWLRQ�WR�5HDGLQJ�3UR¿OH��7253��6XUYH\

7KH�7KHRUHWLFDO�2ULHQWDWLRQ�WR�5HDGLQJ�3UR¿OH��7253���,5$��������VXUYH\�SURYLGHG�
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information regarding the instructors’ beliefs about reading. This survey has 28 items which 

ZHUH�QRW�DOO�VXLWDEOH�IRU�WKH�FROOHJH�OHYHO�LQVWUXFWRU��$V�D�UHVXOW��WKH�VXUYH\�ZDV�PRGL¿HG�

to include only those items which would aid in understanding the participants’ underlying 

orientation to reading and reading students at the college level.  

7KH�/LWHUDF\�2ULHQWDWLRQ�6XUYH\��/26�

The Literacy Orientation Survey tool was developed “as a way for teachers to investigate 

their beliefs about literacy acquisition and to see how these beliefs relate to their classroom 

practices” (Lenski, Wham, & Griffey, 1998, p. 2).  “The LOS, therefore, can be a tool to 

assist teachers with monitoring their own movement toward constructivist teaching and 

clarifying the beliefs and practices they hold about literacy learning” (Lenski, Wham, & 

Griffey, 1997, p. 16).  This survey was to be utilized in conjunction with the TORP as 

another measure of instructors’ beliefs and practices.

,QVWUXFWRU�%HOLHIV¶�4XHVWLRQQDLUH�

A questionnaire was created to provide further information regarding instructors’ beliefs 

DERXW�GHYHORSPHQWDO�UHDGLQJ�DQG�DOVR�WHDFKLQJ�EHOLHIV�LQ�JHQHUDO��7KLV�ZDV�PRGL¿HG�IURP�

a Teacher Belief Interview (Richardson, Anders, Tidwell and Lloyd, 1991, p.580) which 

asked participants to elaborate on the following topics: background, reading and learning 

to read, reading instruction, students and the school where the teacher was employed. The 

questionnaire was given to the participants of this study in a written question format. It was 

DGPLQLVWHUHG�WR�WKH�VXEMHFWV�EHIRUH�WKH�¿UVW�VHPL�VWUXFWXUHG�LQWHUYLHZ��7KLV�DOORZHG�PH�WR�

have a third tool to help identify their theoretical beliefs about reading and teaching. I used 

this data, along with the TORP and LOS surveys and other data collected throughout the 
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study, to ascertain if their classroom practices were linked to their perceived beliefs and the 

resulting affects on classroom learning environments.   

Formal, Semi-Structured Interviews 

I interviewed each instructor in a semi-structured format before the classes began and 

DJDLQ�ZKHQ�WKH�REVHUYDWLRQV�ZHUH�FRPSOHWH��7KH�¿UVW�LQWHUYLHZ�ZDV�JXLGHG�E\�WKH�7HDFKHUV¶�

Beliefs’ Questionnaire mentioned above and lasted approximately one hour. Other open-

ended probing questions arose out of these responses to ensure that the participants provided 

complete explanations. Additional questions were taken from individual instructor’s 

responses to the TORP Survey and LOS Survey.  

The second interview focused on questions developed throughout data collection and 

lasted approximately two hours. Questions aimed to gain further insight into the observations, 

UHÀHFWLYH�MRXUQDOV��DQG�DUWLIDFWV���7KH�TXHVWLRQV�IRFXVHG�RQ�VSHFL¿F�LQVWUXFWLRQDO�SUDFWLFHV�

that were observed in the classroom, such as: 

In the pre-observation interview, Carolyn said that students are given the opportunity 

to write a paragraph using a main idea and supporting details” (PI-2; Lns 45-51). However, 

this was inconsistent with my observation as students did not write their own paragraphs 

at the end the lesson. I asked Carolyn why she went back to the textbook exercises and 

she stated, “They needed additional practice” (O2A-2; Lns 102-103).  She felt that this 

particular class was not ready to write their own paragraphs.  

7KH�TXHVWLRQV�PLJKW�DOVR�UHIHU�WR�WKH�7KHRUHWLFDO�2ULHQWDWLRQ�WR�5HDGLQJ�3UR¿OH��7253��

Survey or the Literacy Orientation Survey (LOS) administered before the observations 

began.
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A question asked of one instructor who had inconsistent answers on the TORP:

In the questionnaire you disagree that “It is not necessary for a child to know the 

letters of the alphabet in order to learn to read” (TORP) which means that you believe it is 

necessary for readers to know the alphabet.  However on another question you agreed that 

children’s encounters with print should focus on meaning, not exact graphic representation.  

Can you give me further explanation of your belief in this area?

Answer: I believe that parents should read to their children from infancy. 

7KLV�DQVZHU�FODUL¿HG�WKH�FRQWUDGLFWLRQ�LQ�WKH�7253�TXHVWLRQ�

All interviews were digitally audio-recorded, transcribed and checked for accuracy. 

These transcriptions were given to each instructor after the interviews as a member check 

for accuracy. 

6XEMHFWV¶�5HÀHFWLYH�-RXUQDO�

It is important in qualitative studies that the researcher is concerned with “how people 

make sense out of their lives” (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006, p. 431). The instructors kept a 

UHÀHFWLYH�MRXUQDO�ZKLOH�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQ�WKLV�VWXG\���7KHVH�MRXUQDOV�DOORZHG�LQVLJKW�LQWR�ZKDW�

WKHVH�LQVWUXFWRUV�³DUH�WKLQNLQJ�DQG�ZK\�WKH\�WKLQN�ZKDW�WKH\�GR´��S��������7KH\��UHÀHFWHG�

on the class session and included anything they felt affected their behavior or mindset 

about teaching at that particular time. I asked for one entry per week during the 10-week 

quarter. Emailing them to me allowed me to respond if I had a question about the journal 

entry. Before they agreed to be participants in the study, instructors were made aware of 

this requirement. I also supplied a written guide as to the kinds of information which would 
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be helpful in the journal.  I analyzed the journals to determine participants’ beliefs and 

compared this data to other data collected. 

5HVHDUFKHU�)LHOGZRUN�-RXUQDO�

,�NHSW�D�UHÀH[LYH�MRXUQDO�WKURXJKRXW�WKLV�VWXG\��LQ�DGGLWLRQ�WR�P\�¿HOGZRUN�QRWHERRN��

to write down what Lincoln and Guba call information about self and method (p. 327).  

7KH\�DGYRFDWH�KDYLQJ�WKUHH�VHFWLRQV�IRU�WKLV�UHÀH[LYH�¿HOG�MRXUQDO��PHWKRG�ORJ��HPHUJLQJ�

¿QGLQJV��DQG�SHUFHSWLRQV�RI�SHUVRQDO�LPSDFW�RQ�WKH�VLWH���/LQFROQ�	�*XED��������S��������

My decisions and rationales regarding methods were recorded. These were not daily entries 

ZKHUHDV�SHUVRQDO�UHÀHFWLRQ�DQG�VFKHGXOLQJ�ZHUH�HQWHUHG�PRUH�RIWHQ���7KLV�¿HOGZRUN�MRXUQDO�

was important for trustworthiness in this study, to help eliminate researcher bias in the data 

FROOHFWHG��DQG�WR�PDLQWDLQ�DQ�DXGLW�WUDLO��,�GDWHG�HDFK�HQWU\�DQG�ZDV�VSHFL¿F�LQ�P\�ZULWLQJ�

so that reading it at a later date supplied necessary information.  

Member Checks

It was important that my interpretations and/or “reconstructions are recognizable to 

audience members as adequate representations of their own multiple realities” (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985, p. 314). After the interviews had been transcribed, I gave these transcriptions 

to the participants to check for accuracy and clarity. During informal conversations after 

observations, I asked participants to clarify any aspect of the observation that was unclear 

WR�PH�DQG�QHHGHG�IXUWKHU�GLVFXVVLRQ��7KLV�ZDV�DOVR�EH�PHPEHU�FKHFN��)RU�WKH�¿QDO�FKHFN�

I gave members a written description of their beliefs and their teaching and asked them to 

respond in writing and verbally to that description.
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3HHU�'HEULH¿QJ

/LQFROQ�DQG�*XED��������OLVW�IRXU�SXUSRVHV�IRU�SHHU�GHEULH¿QJ��WR�NHHS�WKH�LQTXLUHU�

honest; to test emerging hypotheses with the inquirer; to develop and test next steps in 

the  research; and to provide a time for catharsis” (p. 308). My major advisor was used 

to provide an “external check” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p.327). She reviewed research 

methods and ongoing data analysis. Written and audio records of these sessions were 

kept by the researcher, and the peer debriefer also kept a written record. Before I began 

classroom observations, I met with the debriefer once or twice while I formulated plans, 

WKHQ�EL�ZHHNO\�GXULQJ�WKH�VWXG\���$IWHU�WKH�REVHUYDWLRQV�ZHUH�¿QLVKHG��ZH�PHW�DV�PXFK�DV�

necessary throughout the data analysis.

Independent Coder

I utilized an independent coder to verify my analysis.  To check inter-rater reliability, 

WKLV�LQGLYLGXDO�DQG�,�¿UVW�GLVFXVVHG�P\�GH¿QLWLRQV�DQG�FDWHJRULHV�DQG�WKHQ�FRGHG�D�SRUWLRQ�

RI�WKH�GDWD�WRJHWKHU���:KHQ�ZH�KDG�DQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQV�DQG�FDWHJRULHV��HDFK�

of us coded 10 percent of the data separately then come together to compare our coding.  If 

WKHUH�ZHUH�GLIIHUHQFHV��ZH�UHYLHZHG�GH¿QLWLRQV�DQG�FDWHJRULHV�DJDLQ�DQG�FRGHG�D�SRUWLRQ�RI�

the data together.  Once the separate coding was similar, then we each coded another 10 to 

15 percent separately.  After the independent coder and I coded 20-25 percent in a similar 

fashion, I continued the coding alone.

Progression of Study

This study took place in three phases before, during, and after a regular 10-week quarter 

�6HH�WDEOH��������,QVWUXFWRUV�ZDV�LGHQWL¿HG�DQG�FKRVHQ�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�FULWHULD�RXWOLQHG�LQ�WKH�



70

previous section.  They signed an informed consent form detailing what would be expected 

of them.

3KDVH�,��WKH�VXEMHFWV�ZHUH�JLYHQ�WKH�7KHRUHWLFDO�2ULHQWDWLRQ�WR�5HDGLQJ�3UR¿OH��7253��

survey, the Literacy Orientation Survey (LOS) which asked questions related to reading. 

They were also given an additional Teacher Belief Questionnaire which addressed general 

WHDFKHU� EHOLHIV� DQG� VSHFL¿F� TXHVWLRQV� UHODWHG� WR� GHYHORSPHQWDO� UHDGLQJ��$OVR� WKH� ¿UVW�

interviews titled pre-observation interviews were conducted. To minimize work-place risk, 

these took place off campus.

3KDVH� ,,�� HDFK� VXEMHFW� ZDV� REVHUYHG� ¿YH� WLPHV� WHDFKLQJ� LQ� WKHLU� FODVVURRPV�� 2QH�

REVHUYDWLRQ�ZDV�FRPSOHWHG�GXULQJ�ZHHN���DQG� WKH�¿QDO�RQH�GXULQJ�ZHHN���DV�ZHHN����

was focused on students taking the Post-COMASS test. It was important that I observed 

the instructor initially going over the syllabus and introducing the students to the class and 

also ending the course during week 9. The other three observations were scheduled during 

the middle weeks of the quarter and were different weeks for each instructor, depending on 

what the instructor had planned. I wanted to observe meaningful classroom activity.  During 

WKHVH� REVHUYDWLRQV�� ,� WRRN� ¿HOG� QRWHV�� GLJLWDOO\� DXGLR� UHFRUGHG� WKH� LQVWUXFWRU�� FROOHFWHG�

artifacts, and was a nonparticipant observer. Informal discussions with the instructors were 

held for approximately ten minutes at the end of each observation. Subjects also completed 

D�UHÀHFWLYH�MRXUQDO�WR�EH�GRQH�HDFK�ZHHN�RI�WKH����ZHHN�TXDUWHU�DQG�HPDLOHG�WR�P\�KRPH�

email address through their personal email accounts. Nothing was communicated through 

WKH�LQVWLWXWLRQ¶V�HPDLO�V\VWHP��7KHVH�HPDLOV�ZHUH�FRSLHG�ZLWKRXW�LGHQWL¿HUV�LQWR�D�¿OH�DQG�

then deleted in order to protect subjects’ identities. During this phase, additional questions 
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arose which needed to be addressed in the course of this study. Analysis of data was ongoing 

through this phase.

3KDVH�,,,��$�¿QDO�LQWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�ERWK�LQVWUXFWRUV�ZDV�FRPSOHWHG�RII�FDPSXV��$W�WKLV�

time, a member check was conducted whereby the instructors corroborated my data. During 

this phase, analysis of data was ongoing. Audio recordings were destroyed once the data 

ZDV�WUDQVFULEHG�DQG�YHUL¿HG���

Table 3.1:Progression of Study

Phase I: Prior to the start of the quarter
�� ,GHQWLI\�WZR�LQVWUXFWRUV�IURP�D�OLVW�RI�IRXU�RU�¿YH�LQVWUXFWRUV�FKRVHQ�XVLQJ�VWDWHG�FULWHULD 
• Complete consent form 
• ,QVWUXFWRUV�FRPSOHWH�7253�/26�DQG�7HDFKHU¶V�%HOLHI�4XHVWLRQQDLUH 
�� 6HW�XS�D�VFKHGXOH�RI�REVHUYDWLRQV�ZLWK�WKH�LQVWUXFWRUV 
�� 3UH�REVHUYDWLRQ�LQWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�WKH�LQVWUXFWRUV 
�� 7UDQVFULEH�DXGLR�UHFRUGLQJ�RI�LQWHUYLHZ 
�� 0HPEHU�FKHFNV 
�� ([SODLQ�LQVWUXFWRU�UHÀHFWLYH�MRXUQDO

Phase II: Weeks 1-10 of the quarter
�� 2EVHUYH��DXGLR�UHFRUG��DQG�WDNH�¿HOG�QRWHV�LQ�WKH�FODVVURRPV 
• Collect artifacts as needed 
�� 3RVW�REVHUYDWLRQ�LQIRUPDO�GLVFXVVLRQV�ZLWK�LQVWUXFWRUV 
�� 0HPEHU�FKHFNV 
�� ,QVWUXFWRUV�FRPSOHWH�MRXUQDOV� 
�� 5HVHDUFKHU�UHÀH[LYH�MRXUQDO 
• Analyze data

Phase III: After the quarter concludes
�� )LQDO�LQWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�LQVWUXFWRUV 
�� 0HPEHU�FKHFNV 
�� 5HVHDUFKHU�UHÀH[LYH�MRXUQDO 
• Analyze data and write up results

Data was stored off campus at the researcher’s home. The audio recorded data was  

GHVWUR\HG�RQFH�LW�KDG�EHHQ�WUDQVFULEHG�DQG�YHUL¿HG��7KH�DGGLWLRQDO�GDWD�ZLOO�EH�NHSW�IRU�

seven years per Wayne State University’s regulations.
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Data Analysis

All audio recordings were transcribed and analysis was done on this transcription. 

This includes observations and interviews. Other data analyzed included the participants’ 

UHÀHFWLYH�MRXUQDOV�DQG�DUWLIDFWV��

6SUDGOH\��������LGHQWL¿HV�WKUHH�W\SHV�RI�DQDO\VLV��VHPDQWLF�GRPDLQ�DQDO\VLV��WD[RQRPLF�

analysis, and componential analysis. First it is important to identify the term cultural domain 

as “…a category of cultural meaning that includes other smaller categories” (p. 88). 

A semantic domain analysis involves looking for cultural domains embedded in the 

data.  These domains include cover terms, included terms and semantic relationships. 

Cover term is the name for a cultural domain. Included terms are the names for all the 

smaller categories inside the domain. Semantic relationship links both of these categories, 

³,WV�IXQFWLRQ�LV�WR�GH¿QH�LQFOXGHG�WHUPV�E\�SODFLQJ�WKHP�LQVLGH�WKH�FXOWXUDO�GRPDLQ´��S��

����� � ,� LGHQWL¿HG� FDWHJRULHV� RI� FXOWXUDO�PHDQLQJ� IURP�FODVVURRP�REVHUYDWLRQV�� DUWLIDFWV��

LQWHUYLHZV��DQG�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�UHÀHFWLYH�MRXUQDOV��������

A taxonomic analysis shows the relationships among the “things inside a cultural 

domain… a taxonomy reveals subsets and the way they are related to the whole” (Spradley, 

������S��������$�WD[RQRPLF�DQDO\VLV�ZDV�FRPSOHWHG�RQ�REVHUYDWLRQV��LQWHUYLHZV��UHÀHFWLYH�

journals and artifacts. 

In addition to similarities, it is important for the researcher to also look at the 

differences among domains. One way to accomplish this is through selected observations, 

where the researcher narrows his/her focus to areas of contrast.  This leads to the third 

W\SH�RI�DQDO\VLV��D�FRPSRQHQWLDO�DQDO\VLV��6SUDGOH\�GH¿QHV�WKLV�DV�LQFOXGLQJ�³«WKH�HQWLUH�
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process of searching for contrasts, sorting them out, grouping some together as dimensions 

of contrast, and entering all this information onto a paradigm” (p.133). This analysis of 

contrasts was conducted on all gathered data.

I looked for statements which illustrated beliefs. I looked for scenarios through 

observations which illustrated practices (Dooley & Assaf, p.369, 2009).  Artifacts, for 

example, might reinforce a belief statement or may provide evidence that the instructor’s 

practice did not follow her belief statement. For example, one instructor used cartoons a 

number of times in the classroom.  What did this say about her beliefs regarding reading?  

How does this demonstrate what the instructor has verbalized about her beliefs about 

inferencing and critical thinking? Another instructor utilized a vocabulary game online. 

This game was skills oriented. Was this consistent with the instructor’s stated beliefs about 

reading? 

Table 3.2:Methods

How do instructors’ beliefs and 
instructional practices affect 
the learning environments 
of the developmental 
reading classrooms?

observations, instructors’ 
journals, TORP Survey, LOS 
and Beliefs’ Questionnaire, 
interviews, and artifacts

Semantic domain analysis, 
taxonomic analysis,  
componential analysis, 
comparison of beliefs 
and practices based on 
chart in Chapter 2

How do instructors’ beliefs and 
practices about developmental 
reading and developmental 
UHDGLQJ�VWXGHQWV�UHÀHFW�
behaviorist, cognitive, and /
or constructivist theories?

observations, interviews, 
instructors’ journals, artifacts

Semantic domain analysis, 
taxonomic analysis, 
FODVVL¿FDWLRQ�RI�SUDFWLFHV�
based on chart in Chapter 2

What are instructors’ beliefs 
about teaching developmental 
reading and developmental 
reading students, and how do 
their instructional practices 
UHÀHFW�WKHVH�EHOLHIV"

TORP LOS and 
Beliefs’ Questionnaire, 
instructors’ interviews, and 
instructors’ journals

Semantic domain analysis, 
taxonomic analysis, 
componential analysis, 
FODVVL¿FDWLRQ�RI�EHOLHIV�
based on characteristics’ 
chart in Chapter 2

DATA SOURCES ANALYSISRESEARCH QUESTIONS 
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Trustworthiness 

In analyzing the data from the methods used, it was important to address the need for 

trustworthiness.  My methods had to meet the four criteria for trustworthiness outlined by 

/LQFROQ�DQG�*XED���������FUHGLELOLW\��WUDQVIHUDELOLW\��GHSHQGDELOLW\�DQG�FRQ¿UPDELOLW\���7R�

demonstrate trustworthiness, the naturalistic inquiry must show that it has “represented 

those multiple constructions adequately” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.296).  

Credibility

7KHUH�DUH�WKUHH�DFWLYLWLHV�ZKLFK�FDQ�KHOS�HQVXUH�FUHGLEOH�¿QGLQJV�LQFOXGLQJ�SURORQJHG�

engagement, persistent observation and triangulation. I will next discuss each of these in 

relation to my study.  

3URORQJHG�HQJDJHPHQW�LV�³WKH�LQYHVWPHQW�RI�VXI¿FLHQW�WLPH�WR�DFKLHYH�FHUWDLQ�SXUSRVHV��

learning the culture, testing for misinformation, introduced by distortions either of the self 

or of the respondents, and building trust” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p. 303). This study had 

SURORQJHG�HQJDJHPHQW��,�REVHUYHG�¿YH��QLJKW��DQG�WHQ��GD\��FODVV�SHULRGV�IRU�DSSUR[LPDWHO\�

16 hours within a 10-week period. Misinformation and distortions were minimized by my 

understanding the role of the developmental reading instructor, by the instructors keeping 

D�UHÀHFWLYH�MRXUQDO��DQG�WKURXJK�ZHHNO\�LQWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�WKHP�

Lincoln and Guba (1985) caution against “going native” whereby the researcher, over 

the course of the study, comes to identify with the subjects and loses perspective (p. 304). 

There is minimal chance of this as the class only lasts ten weeks.

Persistent observation is the second technique used to enhance credibility and involves 

being present in all of the contexts where important activities take place, ascertaining what 
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LV�W\SLFDO�DQG�DW\SLFDO��,�LGHQWL¿HG��GRFXPHQWHG�DQG�GHVFULEHG�LQ�GHWDLO�WKLQJV�WKDW�RFFXUUHG�

or was said in the observations and interviews which related to the instructor. Student data 

was  only addressed as it applied to what the instructor was doing or saying. The students 

ZHUH�LGHQWL¿HG�LQ�JHQHUDO�WHUPV�RU�ZLWK�SVHXGRQ\PV�

The third mode of enhancing credibility was triangulation. I triangulated my data by 

utilizing different modes of data collection. I compared data gathered during two formal 

surveys (TORP and LOS), questionnaires, interviews (pre, post, and during observations), 

REVHUYDWLRQV� �GLJLWDOO\� UHFRUGHG��� DQG� VXEMHFWV¶� UHÀHFWLYH� MRXUQDOV�� ,� ORRNHG� IRU�SDWWHUQV�

that were obvious across varied sources, as well as things that were not congruent across 

sources.

Member checks were utilized to enhance the study’s credibility. “The member check, 

whereby data, analytic categories, interpretations and conclusions are tested with members 

of those stake holding groups…is the most crucial technique for establishing credibility” 

(Lincoln & Guba,1985, p.314). Participants reviewed their interview transcriptions to check 

IRU�DFFXUDF\�DQG�FODULW\��$OVR�DIWHU�WKH�REVHUYDWLRQV�ZHUH�¿QLVKHG��,�DVNHG�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�

to review a written description of their beliefs and their teaching and asked them to respond 

to those descriptions.     

)LQDOO\��SHHU�GHEULH¿QJ�ZDV�XWLOL]HG�LQ�RUGHU�WR�DVFHUWDLQ�DQ\�ELDVHV�,�PLJKW�KDYH�KDG�

and to make sure I was aware of my role (Lincoln & Guba, p. 308).  This was especially 

important since I was employed at the setting for this study.  I used my major advisor in 

this capacity. This individual reviewed my plans for the classroom observations, to give 

input about research practices, including planning, interviews, semantic domain analysis, 
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WD[RQRPLF�DQDO\VLV��DQG�FRPSRQHQWLDO�DQDO\VLV��7KLV�LQGLYLGXDO�KHDUG�P\�UHÀHFWLRQV��LGHDV�

and thoughts regarding every aspect of this study.  The peer reviewer was  able to ascertain 

if I was being biased in any way. For example, at times I was interpreting an action when 

I should have been describing it. This person was ”looking over my shoulder” in order to 

GHWHFW�DFWLYLWLHV�ZKLFK�UHÀHFWHG�P\�ELDV���

To enhance credibility further, I utilized an independent coder.  This individual, using 

P\�GH¿QLWLRQV��FRGHG�������SHUFHQW�RI� WKH�GDWD� WR�YHULI\�P\�FRGLQJ�� ,I� WKHUH�ZHUH�DQ\�

differences, these were discussed and investigated.  I also had this individual verify my 

categories and themes.   

Transferability

We have discussed credibility; so the next measure of trustworthiness is transferability, 

WKH�GHJUHH�WR�ZKLFK�WKH�¿QGLQJV�RI�D�VWXG\�FDQ�EH�DSSOLHG�WR�D�VLPLODU�VLWXDWLRQ��7UDQVIHUDELOLW\�

is enhanced by what Lincoln and Guba (1985) term “thick description”  (p. 316). To 

facilitate making transferability, I provided descriptive accounts of classroom activities, as 

well as described the study context fully. This “makes transferability judgments possible 

on the part of potential appliers” (p.316).

'HSHQGDELOLW\�DQG�&RQ¿UPDELOLW\

7KH� ODVW� WZR� FRPSRQHQWV� RI� WUXVWZRUWKLQHVV�ZHUH� GHSHQGDELOLW\� DQG� FRQ¿UPDELOLW\���

achieved through an audit of the study’s data collection methods. This audit trail showed 

connections between all data collected. This was done by the chair of my committee.  All 

data was carefully catalogued and secured, so that an outside auditor could follow my 

LQWHUSUHWLYH�SURFHVV��IROORZLQJ�¿QGLQJV�EDFN�WR�DQDO\VLV�ZRUNVKHHWV�DQG�WKHQ�WR�UDZ�GDWD�
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Conclusion

This is a study of two developmental reading instructors at an open admission four-

year college. It utilized ethnographic methods of data collection including a survey and 

TXHVWLRQQDLUH�� LQWHUYLHZV�� REVHUYDWLRQV�� FROOHFWLRQ� RI� DUWLIDFWV�� SDUWLFLSDQWV¶� UHÀHFWLYH�

MRXUQDOV�DQG�UHVHDUFKHU¶V�UHÀH[LYH�MRXUQDO�� �$V�D�SDVVLYH�SDUWLFLSDQW�� WKH�UHVHDUFKHU�ZDV�

SUHVHQW�LQ�WKH�FODVVURRP��VLWWLQJ�DQG�WDNLQJ�¿HOG�QRWHV�EXW�QRW�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ��:RUNSODFH�ULVN�

ZDV�PLQLPL]HG�E\�NHHSLQJ�WKH�VWXG\�DQG�WKH�LGHQWLW\�RI�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�FRQ¿GHQWLDO��7KHLU�

identities were kept from their supervisor and other employees of this institution. The only 

personnel at this institution, outside of the instructors, who knew about the study was the 

IRB committee who had to give its approval.

Data collection followed a cyclical pattern whereby questions were asked, a record 

made, and this cyclical pattern continued until no new ideas were revealed. The research 

was done in three phases: prior to the quarter, during the quarter and after the quarter.  

Trustworthiness was met by the criteria outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1985): prolonged 

HQJDJHPHQW��SHUVLVWHQW�REVHUYDWLRQ�DQG�WULDQJXODWLRQ��0HPEHU�FKHFNV��SHHU�GHEULH¿QJ��DQG�

use of an independent coder was utilized to enhance credibility further.  

Transferability was enhanced by using thick description which provided detailed 

GHVFULSWLRQ�RI� WKH� FODVVURRP�FRQWH[W��'HSHQGDELOLW\� DQG� FRQ¿UPDELOLW\� DUH� WKH� ODVW� WZR�

components of trustworthiness and are achieved through an audit of the data collection 

methods. This was performed by the chair of my committee and the research methodologist. 

'DWD�ZDV�FDUHIXOO\�FDWDORJXHG�DQG�VHFXUHG�VR�WKDW�DQ�RXWVLGH�DXGLWRU�FRXOG�IROORZ�¿QGLQJV�

back to the analysis and then to the raw data.
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CHAPTER FOUR

&KDSWHU�IRXU�ZLOO�DGGUHVV�DOO�WKUHH�UHVHDUFK�TXHVWLRQV�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�LQVWUXFWRU��6KHOOH\��

and the second instructor, Carolyn.  First, I will describe each instructors’ beliefs, to what 

extent these beliefs are mirrored in their instructional practice in the classroom, and to 

which theoretical model(s) these beliefs and practices are linked.  I will then discuss the 

resulting learning environment of each instructor.   

Three major categories were derived from the theoretical models of behaviorism, 

cognitivism, and constructivism.  These categories include reading, teaching and learning, 

DQG�GHYHORSPHQWDO�VWXGHQWV��7KHVH�ZHUH�¿UVW�GHVFULEHG�LQ�&KDSWHU�7ZR��DQG�WDEOHV�ZHUH�

FUHDWHG�WR�UHÀHFW�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�RI�HDFK�WKHRU\���,W�EHFDPH�FOHDU�WKURXJK�FRQWLQXRXV�DQDO\VLV�

of the data that I needed to differentiate between beliefs about reading and beliefs about 

teaching and learning.  For example, when Shelley stated that vocabulary is essential to 

reading comprehension and that students need to complete weekly vocabulary cards, this 

is a belief about reading.  However, she also made a belief statement that she is a facilitator 

in the classroom.  This statement is related to the teaching and learning category.  Many 

statements from both instructors related to reading, but then others were statements or 

REVHUYHG�SUDFWLFHV�ZKLFK�UHODWHG�WR�WHDFKLQJ�DQG�OHDUQLQJ�LQ�JHQHUDO���7KH�¿QDO�FDWHJRU\�RI�

developmental students emerged because both instructors demonstrated particular beliefs 

and practices about developmental students which impacted the learning environment.  

Through a comparative analysis of data collected through classroom observations, 

interviews, surveys, and instructor journals, themes emerged for each instructor which 

became the subcategories of the major three categories.  Through analysis of these 
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themes and categorizing them by theoretical model, I was able to link both instructors 

to a theoretical model(s). Shelley’s beliefs and practices place her within the behaviorist 

theoretical framework whereas Carolyn is placed within the cognitivist and constructivist 

frameworks.

,� ZLOO� ¿UVW� GHVFULEH� 6KHOOH\� LQFOXGLQJ� KHU� EDFNJURXQG�� WKHQ� KHU� EHOLHIV� DERXW�

developmental reading students, the major themes derived from observations of classroom 

SUDFWLFH�� LQWHUYLHZV�� DQG� MRXUQDO� HQWULHV� DQG� KRZ� WKHVH� UHÀHFW� D� EHKDYLRULVW� WKHRUHWLFDO�

framework.  In the category of reading, Shelley’s themes include vocabulary, comprehension 

techniques, and critical thinking. In the category of teaching and learning, Shelley’s major 

themes include teacher-directed instruction, extrinsic motivation, and group work. Shelley 

categorized developmental students into three categories based on skill levels.  Information 

cited from transcripts will be coded as follows:

Instructor 1 = Shelley (pseudonym)

Instructor 2 = Carolyn (pseudonym)

POI-1 = Pre-observation interview with instructor one

POI-1 = Pre-observation interview with instructor two

PTOI-1 = Post-observation interview with instructor one

PTOI-2 = Post-observation interview with instructor two

-��� �-RXUQDO�ZLWK�WKH�¿UVW�QXPEHU�LGHQWLI\LQJ�WKH�MRXUQDO�QXPEHU�DQG�WKH�VHFRQG�

number identifying the instructor.

2���� �2EVHUYDWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�¿UVW�QXPEHU�LGHQWLI\LQJ�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�WKH�REVHUYDWLRQ�
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and the second number identifying the instructor.

Ln = Line of transcribed digital recording data

Shelley

A Description of Shelley

Shelley is a white female in her mid-30s.  She grew up in a white, middle class suburban 

Detroit household with two parents. Shelley is in her third year of teaching adult students. 

Shelley eagerly said yes to participating in this study and did not seem to have any hesitation 

in being digitally recorded in the classroom. Shelley is a very talkative and open individual 

in person and also in front of her students. 

6KHOOH\� LV� D� VWDWH�FHUWL¿HG� HOHPHQWDU\� WHDFKHU�ZKR�KDV� EHHQ� WHDFKLQJ� IRU� WHQ� \HDUV��

DQG�WKLV�KDV�LQFOXGHG�D�YDULHW\�RI�DJH�OHYHOV��IURP�\RXQJ�¿YH�NLQGHUJDUWHQ�WR�DGXOWV��+HU�

VWXGHQW�WHDFKLQJ�H[SHULHQFH�ZDV�D�VSOLW�ZLWK�HLJKW�ZHHNV�LQ�WKH�\RXQJ�¿YH�URRP�DQG�HLJKW�

weeks in third grade. When asked how her cooperating teacher taught reading, she stated 

that a third of the class went to the reading specialist and the remaining seven to ten, 

deemed advanced students, were in the classroom with the teacher. 

“From day one of my student teaching experience, I assisted 
my,cooperating teacher with the process of reading a trade book. The 
reading was done a couple pages as a read aloud from the teacher 
and then in the round robin format of students reading a page” 

(POI-1; Lns 15-18). 

6KHOOH\�ZHQW�RQ�WR�VWDWH�WKDW�PXOWLSOH�GHFRGLQJ�VWUDWHJLHV��DV�ZHOO�DV�UHDGLQJ�IRU�ÀXHQF\��

was explored. Questioning techniques were used “as a way of engaging the third graders 

with the text in addition to checking for comprehension of material” (POI-1; Lns 20-21). 
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There was no innovative instruction in the cooperating teacher’s class. Shelley stated that 

she did not really have any training in teaching reading in her pre-service education besides 

attending a workshop sponsored by the reading specialist. 

For 2-1/2 years Shelley was a K-5 substitute teacher and spent one summer teaching 

reading to at-risk seventh graders. For the last three years she has taught developmental 

reading and writing skills to adults at this institution. Shelley follows the developmental 

reading curriculum outlined by this institution which involves reading skills instruction and 

discussion of an assigned novel. In this case it was Tuesdays with Morrie by Mitch Albom.

6KHOOH\¶V�%HOLHIV�DQG�,QVWUXFWLRQDO�3UDFWLFHV

6KHOOH\¶V�EHOLHI� VWDWHPHQWV��FODVVURRP�SUDFWLFHV��DQG�7253�VXUYH\�FDQ�EH�FODVVL¿HG�

within the theoretical framework of behaviorism even though some of her belief statements 

DQG� /26� VXUYH\� UHÀHFW� FRJQLWLYLVP� DQG� FRQVWUXFWLYLVP� FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�� :KHQ� 6KHOOH\�

teaches, she does so from a behaviorist theoretical framework. 

Description of Developmental Reading Students 

Shelley describes developmental reading students by dividing them into three categories.  

Her main points of focus in each category are skill based which is a characteristic of 

EHKDYLRULVP��7KHVH�LQFOXGH�ÀXHQF\��PRWLYDWLRQ��FULWLFDO�WKLQNLQJ�VNLOOV��DQG�WKH�DELOLW\�WR�

decipher word meaning. 

6KHOOH\¶V�¿UVW�FDWHJRU\�IRFXVHV�RQ�VNLOOV�DQG�GHVFULEHV�D�VWXGHQW�³ZKR�LV�KDYLQJ�JUHDW�

GLI¿FXOW\�LQ�UHDGLQJ�ZKR�FDQ�XVXDOO\�GHFRGH�ZRUGV��EXW�ODFNV�ÀXHQF\�ZKHQ�UHDGLQJ´��32,�

���/Q��������+HUH�6KHOOH\�IRFXVHV�RQ�WKH�VNLOO�RI�GHFRGLQJ�ZRUGV�DQG�WKH�ÀXHQF\�RU�ODFN�

RI�ÀXHQF\�WKH�UHDGHU�H[KLELWV���6KH�VWDWHG��³7KH�VWXGHQW�HQFRXQWHUV�XQIDPLOLDU�YRFDEXODU\�
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words and lacks the critical thinking skills which are necessary to effectively read and 

comprehend the material” (POI-1; Lns 184-186).  Shelley believes that a lack of vocabulary 

will interfere with comprehension. She goes on further, “this student is not motivated to 

improve nor is he or she willing to put forth the extra effort it will take to improve his 

or her reading skills. In addition, the student is unwilling to complete extra lessons of 

MyReadingLab (computer based skills practice) or additional resources provided by the 

instructor” (POI-1; Lns 187-188).  Shelley’s statements demonstrate that she believes that 

WKH�VNLOO�OHYHOV�RI�WKHVH�VWXGHQWV�VXFK�DV�ÀXHQF\�DQG�FULWLFDO�WKLQNLQJ�DUH�ODFNLQJ���6KH�DOVR�

cites a lack of motivation in these students.  Shelley believes that developmental reading 

students will be unsuccessful if they aren’t motivated to complete reading lab exercises.

Shelley described the second type of student she encounters frequently in the reading 

class as one who is 

VRPHZKDW� ÀXHQW� ZKHQ� UHDGLQJ«WKH� VWXGHQW� HQFRXQWHUV� XQIDPLOLDU�
vocabulary and takes the time to look up the words in a dictionary. This 
student is somewhat willing to improve critical thinking skills through 
extra My Reading Lab lessons and/or extra work provided by the instructor. 
Through interactions between the student and the instructor, progress is made 
to improve vocabulary and comprehension skills (POI-1; Lns 194-196).

This category of developmental reading students, Shelley believes, are slightly more 

VNLOOHG�LQ�ÀXHQF\��DQG�WKH\�ORRN�ZRUGV�XS�LQ�WKH�GLFWLRQDU\�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�WKH�VWXGHQWV�LQ�

WKH�¿UVW�FDWHJRU\���6KHOOH\�EHOLHYHV�WKDW�WKLV�VWXGHQW�LV�PRUH�PRWLYDWHG�WR�OHDUQ�EHFDXVH�KH�

she does extra skill work in MyReading Lab.  Her statements also demonstrate that she 

believes that this skill work improves critical thinking.

Finally, the third category includes those developmental reading students that Shelley 
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infrequently encounters.  These could be described as really doing well. The focus is 

FRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�WKH�¿UVW�WZR�FDWHJRULHV�LQFOXGLQJ�ÀXHQF\��XQNQRZQ�YRFDEXODU\�ZRUGV��DQG�

motivation. 

7KLV�VWXGHQW�LV�RQH�ZKR�LV�ÀXHQW�ZKHQ�UHDGLQJ�DQG�DVNV�TXHVWLRQV�RI�WKH�
instructor when he or she does not understand the content. This student 
takes time to look up every word in the dictionary as well as exploring 
the meaning of the word in context. The student enjoys reading and 
is always looking at ways to better themselves (POI-1; Lns 200-201).

7KLV� FDWHJRU\� RI� VWXGHQWV� DUH� ³UHDOO\� GRLQJ� ZHOO´� LQ� WKH� IRFXV� DUHDV� RI� ÀXHQF\��

motivation, and word meaning.  Shelley includes vocabulary in context for these students 

but also mentions that they look words up in the dictionary which she believes is a factor in 

their stronger reading skill. Shelley fails to mention critical thinking for this group, but she 

believes that this type of student does enjoy reading and is very motivated.

Shelley believes that in order to be successful, developmental reading students must 

be “disciplined and determined” (POI-1; Lns 181-182).  This involves time management 

skills and being able to juggle life’s ups and downs” (OI-1; Lns 182).  Shelley’s statements 

demonstrate her belief that students need to be motivated to improve.

The characteristics that Shelley uses to describe developmental reading students 

LQFOXGLQJ�ÀXHQF\�� GHFRGLQJ�� GLFWLRQDU\�ZRUN� WR� GHFLSKHU�ZRUG�PHDQLQJ��PRWLYDWLRQ� WR�

complete additional skills’ work in MyReadingLab; and looking words up in a dictionary 

are skilled based. Shelley created these three categories of developmental reading students 

when asked in an interview to describe the students who must take developmental reading.  

In creating these categories, she has demonstrated her belief in the importance of skills and 
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the acquisition of them, to not only be a better reader, but to also become a better individual. 

6KHOOH\¶V�%HOLHIV�DQG�,QVWUXFWLRQDO�3UDFWLFHV�LQ�5HDGLQJ

     Through comparative data analysis, three themes emerged in regard to Shelley’s 

beliefs and practices about reading: vocabulary, comprehension techniques, and critical 

WKLQNLQJ�� � 'DWD� ZLOO� VKRZ� WKDW� 6KHOOH\¶V� EHOLHIV� DQG� SUDFWLFHV� DUH� ¿UPO\� HPEHGGHG� LQ�

behaviorism.   

7KURXJK�KHU�EHOLHI�VWDWHPHQWV��6KHOOH\�H[HPSOL¿HV�D�IRFXV�RQ�VNLOO�PDVWHU\��D�EHKDYLRULVW�

characteristic, when it comes to teaching reading.  Shelley believes that information is 

processed hierarchically and skill mastery is through reinforcement and practice. She 

stated, “Students who take the reading class do better in other classes because they do learn 

those skills that they will need” (PTOI-1: Lns 161-162).  Another tenet of behaviorism is 

the belief that skills, once learned, will transfer.  She feels it is important to focus on skills 

in order for the students to pass the post-COMPASS test (a score of  60) which is necessary 

WR�SDVV�WKH�FODVV���,Q�WKH�¿UVW�FODVV�VHVVLRQ�VKH�WROG�WKH�VWXGHQWV��³%\�WKH�HQG�RI�WHQ�ZHHNV��

you will have the skills I have taught you, and you should pass the COMPASS test” (O1-1, 

Ln 28).  Shelley teaches these skills in sequential order. For example she said that she tells 

students, “...vocabulary, (then) you are going to have to do main idea and details. You are 

going to have to do inference and critical thinking and so forth” (PTOI-1; Lns 109-111). 

She went on to state, “the idea behind that is that vocabulary is more important than main 

idea, which I agree with” (PTOI-1; Lns 111-112). “They (students) need to build their 

comprehension through repeated readings and constant vocabulary building” (POI-1; Lns 

159-160). 
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Shelley believes that when a student leaves college, the student should possess “the 

entry level skills that are needed to successfully perform one’s job” (POI-1; Lns 35-36). 

Through the study, in class and to me, Shelley emphasized skills, especially vocabulary 

words, as a necessary ingredient in reading comprehension.  Shelly’s belief statements 

characterize her as teaching skills in isolation, which is a characteristic of behaviorism.  

First, I will discuss vocabulary, then I will discuss comprehension and critical thinking 

together as Shelley used them interchangeably.

Vocabulary

Shelley believes that vocabulary is an important factor in improving reading 

comprehension.  This belief is mirrored in her classroom practices where she had a focus 

on vocabulary even in other skill areas. She is very consistent in this belief. Her approach 

to teaching vocabulary is skills driven and behaviorist in nature.  When asked what a 

student entering college should be able to do in terms of reading, she responded, “They 

should already know how to read as well as possess basic concepts such as vocabulary 

and comprehension techniques. Although these vocabulary skills and comprehension 

WHFKQLTXHV�PD\�EH� OLPLWHG�� ,� VHH�P\� MRE�DV�KHOSLQJ� WKHP�UH¿QH� WKHVH�VNLOOV�DQG� LQ� WXUQ�

become a better individual and/or student” (POI-1; Lns 26-27). Shelley sees reading as a 

series of skills that once learned, can improve an individual’s reading comprehension.

6KHOOH\¶V�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�UHDGLQJ�FRPSUHKHQVLRQ�LV�³WKH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DQG�LQWHUSUHWLQJ�

of the material that is read” (POI-1; Lns 60-61). Shelley believes that a good grasp of 

vocabulary allows for an easier time in identifying the main idea, purpose or point of 

view in a reading (POI-1; Lns 64-65).  This perception looks at reading from a part to 



86

whole perspective common in behaviorist reading theory.  However, Shelley states that she 

teaches reading whole to part, “my teaching philosophy is one that looks at the whole and 

then breaks it into parts” (J3-1; Lns 4-6).  She believes very strongly in vocabulary cards 

and substantiates this by mentioning what is done in the K-12 setting where “ it is good 

for teachers/reading specialists/other adults to compile a word bank with students in which 

XQIDPLOLDU�ZRUGV�DUH�ZULWWHQ�DQG�GH¿QHG��RQ�FDUGV���6WXGHQWV�FDQ�UHYLVLW�WKHVH�FDUGV�RU�EH�

tested over them periodically to increase their vocabulary and/or language skills”(POI-1; 

Lns 66-67).  These cards have the words out of the context of the real text. Thus the focus 

is on the part instead of the whole.  Shelly carries this use of vocabulary cards into her own 

teaching.

Students were required to complete vocabulary cards six times (5 or 6 words each time) 

during the 10-week quarter or ten class sessions.  These vocabulary words were taken from 

the memoir Tuesdays with Morrie (Albom, 1997).  Each vocabulary word was written in 

the upper left-hand corner of a 3x5 or 4x6 card. A three or four word phrase was written in 

the middle of the card that included the word as it was written in the context of the novel. 

At the bottom left of the card was the page number and the source, Tuesdays with Morrie. 

$GGLWLRQDOO\��RQ�WKH�EDFN�RI�WKH�FDUG�VWXGHQWV�ZURWH�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�DQG�D�SLFWXUH�FDSWXULQJ�

WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�WKH�ZRUG��6\OODEXV���6KHOOH\�EHOLHYHV�WKDW�VKH�LV�EUHDNLQJ�WKH�ZKROH�WH[W�

into parts by pulling out vocabulary from the memoir.  This is the only example observed 

of a whole to part instructional practice.

Shelley stated to the class, “The idea is you are going to use them (the cards) to 

remember what the words mean (O2-1, Lns 36 and 37).”  Shelley also stated in her 
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journal, “The vocabulary cards help to enrich students’ understanding of words as well 

as recognizing these words in contexts” (J1-1; Lns 19-20) Students were also given three 

vocabulary quizzes. “You will need to be prepared as you will not know in advance which 

weeks the quiz will be given. Therefore, it is imperative that you complete the weekly 

vocabulary cards and review them” (Syllabus).  Shelley’s comments to her students and 

in her journal demonstrate her belief in the important role vocabulary plays in reading 

comprehension.  These comments are also consistent with her practices and a behaviorist 

theoretical framework.

In addition to vocabulary cards, Shelley also required warm-up activities at the 

EHJLQQLQJ�RI�HLJKW�RI� WKH� WHQ�FODVV�VHVVLRQV��2I� WKH�¿YH�FODVVHV� ,�REVHUYHG�� WKUHH�RI� WKH�

warm-up activities involved vocabulary words. These words were isolated in that they 

were taken out of the context of a whole text. 

Upon entering the classroom, students would see a word projected on the screen, along 

with a notation as to whether it was an adjective, noun, or adverb. Below the word was 

D�VHQWHQFH�XVLQJ�WKH�ZRUG�LQ�FRQWH[W��6WXGHQWV�KDG�WR�GHFLSKHU�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�WKH�ZRUG�

by its context and then complete two activities. For example, during observation four, the 

word given was ‘tedious’ and students saw the following on the screen: tedious (adj)

Context clues: Everyone assumed the speaker would be fascinating, but he turned out 

to be so tedious that half the audience fell asleep.

���/LVW�¿YH�DFWLYLWLHV�\RX�¿QG�WHGLRXV

2. Write a sentence using the word tedious.
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Students were given time to complete this as other students walked in and got settled. 

At about 6:20 p.m., the instructor began going over what students thought the word meant 

and then discussed their answers to numbers 1 and 2 above (O4-1). If students were late, 

they did not get a chance to complete the warm-up assignment.  This practice is an isolated 

skills approach, a characteristic of behaviorist philosophy.  

This technique is also evident in the exercises from the course textbook, 7KH�5HDGHU¶V�

Handbook (Smith, 2007). These involved exercises which were skills’ driven. Students 

completed sixteen practices totaling 160 exercises in the vocabulary chapter.  In addition 

to the textbook and the 7XHVGD\V�ZLWK�0RUULH��7:0� memoir, the course required Pearson 

Education Publishing’s online skills lab, MyReadingLab (MRL) which included vocabulary 

VNLOOV¶�EXLOGLQJ��6WXGHQWV�ZHUH�UHTXLUHG�WR�DFKLHYH�D�SUR¿FLHQF\�RI�����RQ�ERWK�WKH�SUDFWLFH�

exercises and the quizzes to be able to go on to the next skill (Syllabus). They were then 

awarded 50 points. “Reading Lab has the most points in the course” (O-1, Ln 25). To 

summarize, Shelley gave vocabulary skill a total point value of 189 points out of the total 

1,000 points for the course or approximately 19 percent.  A prominent behaviorist belief is 

the importance of computer-aided instruction, and Shelley embraced this belief as does the 

institution which mandates the use of MyReadingLab. 

Shelley had vocabulary assignments which were part of the course but did not have 

points attached to the assignments. For example she accessed two websites in class to 

work on vocabulary. These were www.vocabulary.com�ZKLFK�IRFXVHG�RQ�URRWV��VXI¿[HV�

DQG�SUH¿[HV�� ³,� SDUWLFXODUO\� OLNH� WKLV�ZHEVLWH� EHFDXVH� LW� LOOXVWUDWHV� WKH� FRQFHSW� RI�ZRUG�

parts” (J 4).  The second website she showed the students was www.freerice.com which 
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required clicking on synonyms of words. “At this website students continue to build their 

vocabulary by clicking on synonyms of words. They enjoy this site because according to 

the website they are helping to donate rice to the United Nations’ World Food Program 

while building their vocabulary” (J4-1; Ln). None of these in-class activities were given 

points toward the 1,000, so even though vocabulary only counted for about 19 percent of 

the total number of points in this course, this isn’t representative of the amount of time 

focused on vocabulary. 

Shelley also infused vocabulary while discussing other skills. In a class session 

focusing on inference, Shelley provided a worksheet “In the Mood” for which students 

had to match the word from a word bank with the sentence that described a mood. Shelley 

WROG� WKH�VWXGHQWV� WKDW�VKH�JDYH� WKHP�GH¿QLWLRQV�RI� WKH�YRFDEXODU\� LQ� WKH�ZRUG�EDQN�³VR�

you wouldn’t have to look them up” (O4-1; Lns 173-174).  When a student mentioned 

WKDW� µFKDJULQHG¶�ZDV�QRW�GH¿QHG��VKH�VDLG� WKDW�VKH�FRXOGQ¶W�¿QG� LW� LQ� WKH�GLFWLRQDU\�DQG�

FRPPHQWHG�³���VR�SURFHVV�RI�HOLPLQDWLRQ��\RX�VKRXOG�EH�DEOH�WR�¿JXUH�LW�RXW��6HH�ZKLFK�

RQHV�¿W�DQG�ZKLFK�RQHV�GRQ¶W´��2������,Q�WKH�HQG��VKH�JDYH�WKHP�WKH�DQVZHU��7KH�ZRUNVKHHW�

was done in groups and then Shelley read the sentences and students called out the answers. 

No discussion was observed about why that particular word was the correct emotion for the 

statement nor how they found the answers in their groups.

In another example, while discussing learning styles in the fourth class meeting, Shelley 

used an example of kinesthetic learning by having the students play homonym bingo which 

6KHOOH\�GHVLJQHG�EDVHG�XSRQ� WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�ELQJR��6KH� UHDG� WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI� WKH�ZRUG�

DQG�WKH\�KDG�WR�¿QG�WKH�ZRUG�WKDW�VKH�ZDV�GH¿QLQJ�RQ�WKH�JDPH�ERDUG�E\�VSHOOLQJ�LW�RXW�
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(O4-1).  Afterwards they completed a small group activity which consisted of identifying 

homophones (taken from the website www.teacherdesk.org) that were related to fairy tales 

(J4-1; Lns 13-14).   This was infusing vocabulary into a lesson about learning styles. This is 

another example of Shelley’s instructional practice that supports her belief that vocabulary 

is important for students’ improved reading comprehension.

Shelley’s statements and instructional practices consistently demonstrate her belief 

that vocabulary is an important aspect of improved reading comprehension.  In addition, 

they also demonstrate Shelley’s belief in a skills’ approach to teaching reading.  This data 

aligns with Shelley’s skills-based descriptions of developmental students discussed in the 

previous section.  Both are characteristic of a behaviorist view of reading instruction, as 

are Shelley’s views of comprehension and critical thinking addressed in the next section.

Comprehension and Critical Thinking 

Shelley believes that comprehension is an important component of improved reading 

skill. In her description of developmental students, she stated that the lowest category 

of students lack critical thinking skills “which are necessary to effectively read and 

comprehend the material” (POI-1; Ln 184).  Shelley focused on comprehension throughout 

the ten week class. However, as with vocabulary, she focused on a skills’ approach, again 

looking at reading from a part to whole philosophy rather than whole to part one. 

Shelley planned her class time based on her belief that skills and critical reading are 

LPSRUWDQW�LQ�KHOSLQJ�VWXGHQWV�EHFRPH�EHWWHU�UHDGHUV��7KH�¿UVW�KDOI�RI�WKH�FODVV�ZDV�GHGLFDWHG�

to skill work which involved exercises from the textbook and included, not only vocabulary 

as discussed in the previous section, but also other skills Shelley felt would improve 
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comprehension.  These included determining main idea, details, organizational patterns, 

inference, point of view, reading rate and remembering textbook information. There were 

���SUDFWLFHV�HDFK�DYHUDJLQJ�¿YH�WR�WHQ�H[HUFLVHV��WRWDOLQJ�����WR�����H[HUFLVHV���)RU�HDFK�

of these chapters, a numbered sheet was given for the students to write in their answers as 

they did the homework. “... a lot of times students feel the homework is overwhelming, 

but by the end of the quarter, they are thanking me for pushing them to do well and 

encouraging them to think critically” (J-1;  Lns 21-23). Typically this comprehension skill 

work involved reading a paragraph and then answering questions which pertained to the 

skill set mentioned above. Shelley read the answers to the students or had students respond 

as to which multiple choice answer was correct.  There was little discussion as to why the 

answer was correct or why a student’s answer might be incorrect. This was comparable to 

what students were doing on their computer generated MyReadingLab requirement where 

the computer gave the correct answers and students had to achieve a 70 percent mastery in 

order to go on with the skills’ work. There was not much difference between their computer 

skills and their textbook skills’ work.   

Besides the comprehension skills section of the textbook, there was also a section 

called, “Reading in the Disciplines.” Students completed these readings for homework and 

wrote answers on an answer sheet. Answers were checked in class but not discussed.    For 

example, in the discipline of history, the reading was 7KH�µ1HZ�(UD¶�RI�WKH�����V (p.388). 

Sections were broken into “Henry Ford” and the “Airplane”  No discussion was observed 

prior to students reading this text dealing with what students knew about the 1920s or Henry 

Ford or any discussion of how Henry Ford is linked to Detroit. Other discipline sections 
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LQFOXGHG� UHDGLQJV�RQ�KHDOWK�GLVFXVVLQJ� FDUGLRUHVSLUDWRU\�¿WQHVV�� RQ�EXVLQHVV� GLVFXVVLQJ�

writing a millionaire book, and two sections on short stories and essays. After each reading 

there were questions labeled main idea, details, vocabulary, and a think and write section 

where students had to answer questions based on their opinions. The vocabulary section 

came last. The text did not review and Shelley did not go over the vocabulary with the 

students before they read these texts.  Again, there was little difference between doing 

exercises in MyReadingLab and the skill exercises in the text.  This is another example of 

out of context skill exercises.

To address comprehension and critical thinking, the second half of each class was 

dedicated to discussion of the Tuesdays with Morrie study guide questions.  Shelley believes 

WKDW�LW�LV�KHU�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�WR�KHOS�FROOHJH�VWXGHQWV�UH¿QH�YRFDEXODU\�DQG�FRPSUHKHQVLRQ�

skills which are an essential component of reading (POI-1; Lns 24-25).

When students leave college they should be critical thinkers, understand 
WKH�YRFDEXODU\�DSSURSULDWH�WR�RQH¶V�¿HOG�RI�VWXG\�LQ�DGGLWLRQ�WR�SRVVHVVLQJ�
the entry level skills that are needed to successfully perform one’s job. 
7KLV� PD\� LQFOXGH«LPSURYLQJ� ÀXHQF\� UDWHV�� FRPSUHKHQVLRQ� VWUDWHJLHV��
inference and point of view skills…the student should always be  willing to 
discover how he or she can become a better individual (POI-1; Lns 36-38).  

6KHOOH\�VWDWHG�WKDW�LQ�WKH�SRVW�VHFRQGDU\�VHWWLQJ��VKH�XWLOL]HV�GH¿QLQJ�DQG�TXHVWLRQLQJ�

techniques to test for reading comprehension. When asked what types of questioning 

techniques, she answered, “In-class discussions as well as study questions” (POI-1; Lns 

69-70). Students were required to complete study guide questions for the week’s reading 

assignments. “These questions need to be completed on a weekly basis. I will pick one 

or two students to share their answers with the class” (Syllabus).  Shelley stated that she 
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believes the “answer (to improved reading comprehension)...is through critical reading and 

critical thinking” (POI-1; Lns 28-29).  It is this belief that provides the rationale for her 

journal and study guide assignments. However, the majority of these questions were low 

level comprehension questions with the page numbers next to the questions so that students 

FRXOG�HDVLO\�¿QG�WKH�DQVZHUV���2I�WKH����TXHVWLRQV�RQ�WKH�VWXG\�JXLGH�����ZHUH�ORZ�OHYHO�

comprehension questions, whereby the answer was stated in the text.  Five questions asked 

for interpretation, for example, asking students to interpret a quote such as, “Why does 

Morrie say, ‘...if you accept that you can die at any time, then you might not be as ambitious 

as you are’?” (#12 Study Guide).  Observations two and three involved Tuesdays with 

Morrie study guide questions.  

In the second observation, Shelley gave students a handout on Bloom’s Taxonomy. At 

this time she explained to the class the difference between literal/ knowledge level questions 

and interpretive questions. She stated, “Your interpretive levels are the tougher ones. Those 

are your inference questions. And those of you who did your study questions, what did 

you notice I did? I threw in some inference questions, right? Those ask for your opinion” 

(O-2, Lns 494-497). Shelley went on to state that she tends “to ask a lot of evaluative 

TXHVWLRQV�DQG�D� ORW�RI�NQRZOHGJH�TXHVWLRQV��<RX¶OO�¿QG�D� ORW�RI� LQVWUXFWRUV�WHDFKHUV�XVH�

a lot of knowledge questions, and that just comes as a force of habit because those are 

simple” (O-2, Lns 549-551). However, Shelley’s statement was not evidenced in classroom 

observations where most of her questions were knowledge based.

In going over the questions in class, Shelley “picks one or two students for each section 

to share their answers with the class” (Syllabus). During observation three, Shelley had 
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two students come up front to report their answers and commented, “Remember there are 

15 points for students who come up to read their answers” (O3-1, Ln 85). Shelley stated 

that she gives students 15 points because “it keeps them doing their homework each week 

as they do not know who will be the reporters until they come to class” (J-3, Lns 25-27). 

This aligns with a behaviorist belief of extrinsic motivation.  The student went through 

each question in the section, then back to his/her seat. The next student came up and did 

the same thing. Since the questions themselves were low-level recall and the answers left 

no room for interpretation, there was not much to discuss. Shelley did not seem to foster 

critical thinking in the class discussion aspect of the study guide assignment. However, 

Shelley created the study guide and commented, “I share with my colleagues the study 

guide questions that I have developed for both Tuesdays with Morrie and A Place to Stand. 

These questions incorporate knowledge, critical thinking, and inference” (POI-1; Lns 

211-212).  Although there were some inferential questions, the majority were low-level, 

knowledge based questions.  In addition to the study guide questions, Shelley asked 235 

NQRZOHGJH�EDVHG�TXHVWLRQV��¿YH�DSSOLFDWLRQ�TXHVWLRQV��IRXU�FRPSUHKHQVLRQ�TXHVWLRQV��DQG�

WZR�DQDO\VLV�TXHVWLRQV��XVLQJ�GH¿QLWLRQV�IURP�WKH�%ORRP¶V�KDQGRXW��GXULQJ�WKH�¿YH�WLPHV�

I observed her teach.  Thus her belief that it is important to ask evaluative questions does 

QRW�PDWFK�KHU�DFWXDO�REVHUYHG�SUDFWLFH�GXULQJ�WKHVH�¿YH�VHVVLRQV���7KH\�GR��KRZHYHU��DOLJQ�

with behaviorist philosophy of improving comprehension through skill building. 

To develop comprehension, Shelley utilized journal entries with Tuesdays with Morrie.  

There were ten required, one each week. “After reading the section assigned, you need to 

VXPPDUL]H�LW�DQG�WKHQ�UHÀHFW�XSRQ�ZKDW�\RX�KDYH�UHDG´��6\OODEXV��� �7KHVH�ZHUH�WXUQHG�
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LQ�EXW�QRW�GLVFXVVHG��6KHOOH\�PLJKW�ZULWH�FRPPHQWV�RQ�WKH�UHÀHFWLRQV��6KH�JDYH�VWXGHQWV�

points for turning them in, but they were not graded as an assessment, only for completing 

the assignment. This aligns with Shelley’s behaviorist belief that points motivate students.

,Q� ORRNLQJ� EDFN� DW� 6KHOOH\¶V� GH¿QLWLRQ� RI� GHYHORSPHQWDO� VWXGHQWV�� VKH� PLJKW� KDYH�

limited the higher order questions because she believes that students “lack the critical 

thinking skill”(POI-1; Ln186).  She might believe that she needs to build the students’ 

understanding and skill set before they can handle higher level questions.  Shelley agreed 

with this analysis.

Newspaper articles were another vehicle Shelley utilized in her classroom practice.  

Students had to choose a newspaper article (total of three), write a brief summary of the 

DUWLFOH��WZR�VHQWHQFHV�PD[LPXP��DQG�WKHQ�D�WKUHH�WR�IRXU�VHQWHQFH�UHÀHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�DUWLFOH�

�IRXU�VHQWHQFHV�PLQLPXP���6WXGHQWV�ZHUH�DOVR�UHTXLUHG�WR�¿QG�WKUHH�YRFDEXODU\�ZRUGV�IURP�

WKH�DUWLFOH�WKDW�ZHUH�XQNQRZQ�WR�WKHP��GH¿QH�WKHP�DQG�XVH�WKHP�LQ�D�VHQWHQFH��$VVLJQPHQW�

handout). In the summary, students had to discuss what they liked and didn’t like about the 

article and what they agreed or disagreed with. Shelley stated in her syllabus, “Tell me! 

I want to know what you are thinking as you are reading these articles....tell me why you 

liked this article” (Syllabus).  The syllabus stated that she wanted them to tell her what 

they were thinking as they were reading these articles; however, the assignment handout 

did not mention this nor was this discussed in class.  Having students write about what they 

were thinking is different from summarizing the articles.  These article summaries were not 

discussed as a whole class but points were given as a homework grade. 
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6KHOOH\¶V�%HOLHIV�DQG�3UDFWLFHV�LQ�7HDFKLQJ�DQG�/HDUQLQJ

I have discussed the themes of vocabulary, comprehension and critical thinking 

as important aspects of Shelley’s beliefs and practices in reading.  The next section on 

Teaching and Learning will focus on Shelley’s subcategory themes of teacher-directed 

instruction, motivation, and group work. 

Teacher-Directed Instruction

It is important to note that Shelley considers herself a “facilitator” (J-3; Ln 24), and this is 

an area in which Shelley’s beliefs and practices differed.   Behaviorist teaching and learning 

practice emphasizes the material, and the instructor teaches the skill to the student which 

is then followed by practice on worksheets and computer programs. The goal is mastery 

and moving on once this occurs.  However, this differs from the role of facilitator which 

is characteristic of both the cognitive and constructivist theories of teaching and learning.  

A facilitator guides students through the learning process and provides opportunities for 

WKHP�WR�SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�³¿UVWKDQG�OHDUQLQJ´��'R\OH��������S�����,W�LV�QRW�WHDFKHU�GLUHFWHG�EXW�

student directed. Shelley’s classroom practices did not mirror that of a facilitator.  It might 

be that she viewed herself as a facilitator in that she carefully crafted lessons to develop 

the skills she considered important.  Shelley’s classes were generally very teacher-directed 

with an emphasis on skills.

The class sessions were divided into skills work and novel discussion. These teacher-

directed activities, including the warm-up activities which were projected on the screen, 

the exercises which were corrected in class, and the study guide questions which were 

reviewed with a student reading the answers, all suggest a behaviorist view of instruction.   
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In one example, a student came to the board after being directed to underline a minor 

detail in a sentence. When she didn’t underline all of what would have been the correct 

DQVZHU��6KHOOH\�WROG�WKH�VWXGHQW�ZKDW�HOVH�WR�XQGHUOLQH��2�����/Q�������7KLV�DOVR�¿WV�ZLWK�

the behaviorist model that views correction as important. 

The group work observed in Shelley’s classes was also more teacher-directed than 

IDFLOLWDWHG����)RU�H[DPSOH��WKHUH�ZHUH�SUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�D�¿QDO�JURXS�SURMHFW�LQ�WKH�QLQWK�FODVV�

meeting.  As I observed the students’ presentations, Shelley made elaborate comments 

throughout them.  She did not facilitate class discussion but she commented on what the 

student said or elaborated on another aspect of the topic.  For example, one group had 

family as its topic. When the student explained her visual, which involved 2-1/2 lines of 

dialog, Shelley replied with three lines of dialogue:

“So, we would suggest and maybe say that family is everything. And we kind of talked 

about that when we talked about that section. Everything else can be going to crap, so to 

speak, but if you have your family, family helps you survive, right?” (O-5; Ln 34-36). The 

student responded, “right” (Ln 37).  Shelley told her to go on to the next part, which the 

student did with three lines of dialogue. Shelley elaborated and responded with six lines of 

dialogue. This was the general practice throughout the presentations.   

Shelley said that she believes in direct instruction “when exploring new concepts” 

(POI-1; Ln 143).  Cognitive theory posits that direct instruction is reduced as the student 

becomes more independent.  Shelley stated in a journal entry, “I want them (students) to 

become responsible for their work including the consequences so the focus shifts from me 

to the student, although the student may not see it this way” (J-1; Lns 71-73).  Shelley’s 
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belief statement aligns with cognitive theory; however, her classroom practice aligns more 

with behaviorism.  

In another area of teaching where Shelley’s belief statements did not mirror her 

practices was in her statements regarding learning styles and differentiation.  She stated, 

³7HDFKHUV�QHHG� WR�EH�ÀH[LEOH����LW�KHOSV� WKHP� WR�EHFRPH�PRUH� UHFHSWLYH� WR� WKH�GLIIHUHQW�

learning styles of his or her students” (POI-1; Lns 108-110). She mentioned learning 

VW\OHV�VSHFL¿F�WR�+RZDUG�*DUGQHU¶V�PXOWLSOH�LQWHOOLJHQFHV��6KH�VWDWHG��³7HDFKHUV�QHHG�WR�

know how to modify or adapt current teaching strategies to meet the needs and interests 

of his or her students” (POI-1; Lns 111-112). Shelley also commented that she believes in 

differentiating instruction with her reading students and believes that she individualizes 

this instruction at their levels. “For those (students) who have a hard time comprehending 

LQIRUPDWLRQ���,� ¿QG� RWKHU�ZD\V� WR� H[SODLQ� WKH� LQIRUPDWLRQ� WR� WKHP�ZKLFK� LV� KRZ� ,� XVH�

differentiated instruction techniques” (J-3;Lns 7-8). She also stated in a post-observation 

LQWHUYLHZ��³,�¿QG�IRU�WKH�UHDGLQJ�VWXGHQWV�,¶P�UHDOO\�JRRG�DW�SLFNLQJ�XS�ZKDW�WKH\�QHHG��EXW�

it’s really hard” (PTOI-1; 99-100).  However, this was not observed in Shelley’s practice. 

6KHOOH\�GLG�WDON�WR�WKH�VWXGHQWV�DERXW�¿QGLQJ�RXW�ZKDW�WKHLU�OHDUQLQJ�VW\OHV�ZHUH�DQG�KDG�

them complete a survey on learning styles.  However, it was not evident that she was 

addressing the different learning styles of the students in her classroom nor differentiating 

instruction with them. I observed no evidence of students doing different assignments or 

adjustments being made in any of the other activities.

The important aspect for Shelley was that the students were completing the assignments 

and getting the answers correct. However, except for the MyReadingLab exercises, Shelley 
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did not have students correct incorrect answers to work towards mastery.  Shelley’s 

classroom focus was on points and completing assignments, and she valued completed 

work. 

Extrinsic Motivation

Shelley believes that students respond to external variables, which is a characteristic of 

behaviorist theory. The majority of Shelley’s extrinsic motivation techniques were related to 

points and passing the post-COMPASS test and ultimately passing the class. Two examples 

of the types of statements she made regarding this belief include: “I chose this assignment 

because they get 15 points for presenting and it keeps them doing their homework each 

week” (J1-1; Lns 125-126) and “Students will receive points for completing these activities 

WKDW�JR�WRZDUGV�WKHLU�¿QDO�JUDGH´��32,����/QV������������,Q�UHJDUG�WR�3HDUVRQ�3XEOLVKLQJ¶V�

computer software, MyReadingLab, students were required to complete these exercises, 

which were similar to the post-test.  Shelley believes that this software prepares students 

for their post-test, which is why it was prioritized with 300 points. For this reading course, 

Shelley stated that “They have three chances (to pass the course). It is nicknamed three 

strikes and you are out” (PTOI-1; Lns 167-168). Although this is an institution policy, 

6KHOOH\�UHDI¿UPHG�LW�PDQ\�WLPHV�LQ�GLVFXVVLQJ�ZK\�VKH�KDG�VWXGHQWV�FRPSOHWH�SDUWLFXODU�

DFWLYLWLHV���6KH�VWDWHG��³,�DP�FRQ¿GHQW�WKDW�WKH�&203$66�WHVW�LV�JRRG´��372,����/Q������

Although Shelley uses extrinsic motivation, she made a few statements demonstrating 

a belief in intrinsic motivation as well.  She stated, “Students have to like what they are 

doing in order to have the will to complete it (the task).  If they naturally do not like 

something, they are not going to want to complete the task. This philosophy can play a 
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role in determining the good readers from the poor readers” (POI-1; Lns 43-46). She also 

VWDWHG��³(QYLURQPHQWDO�IDFWRUV��SHUVRQDO�PRWLYDWLRQ��DQG�VHOI�FRQ¿GHQFH�FDQ�DFFRXQW�IRU�

why students are good readers”(POI-1; Lns 40-41).   In discussing her belief in intrinsic 

motivation, Shelley relates it to tasks and how to motivate students to complete the task. 

Although she says she believes in intrinsic motivation, she views it through a behaviorist 

lens of task completion.

*URXS�:RUN

Shelley believes in group work to “help them (students) get a sense of community and 

get to know each other” (O3-1; Lns 59-60).  This statement is one which aligns with a 

constructivist view of teaching and learning.  In a pre-observation interview, Shelley stated 

that she has two ways of grouping students, “For the sake of time...students pair up or triple 

XS�ZLWK�RQH�DQRWKHU�DW�WKHLU�WDEOHV��,�DP�ÀH[LEOH�ZLWK�ZKRP�WKH\�FKRRVH�WR�ZRUN�ZLWK�WR�

complete the assignment” (POI-1; Lns 127-129).  The main focus seemed to be on the 

points the students received for completing the group work. Shelley stated, “The students 

ZLOO�UHFHLYH�SRLQWV�IRU�FRPSOHWLQJ�WKHVH�DFWLYLWLHV�WKDW�JR�WRZDUGV�WKHLU�¿QDO�JUDGH´��32,����

Lns 126-127).  Constructivism involves grouping in a collaborative environment whereby 

students work together to construct meaning while the instructor acts as a facilitator in this 

environment.  In Shelley’s classroom, the students were given activities to complete.

Shelley had a total of four group activities throughout my observations including the 

¿QDO�SURMHFW�DW�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�FRXUVH��DOWKRXJK�LQ�D�SUH�REVHUYDWLRQ�LQWHUYLHZ�VKH�VWDWHG�WKDW�

the textbook lists several group activities within each chapter (POI-1; Ln 125).  She went 

RQ�WR�VWDWH��³,�ZLOO�FKRRVH��D�WRWDO�RI��¿YH�RU�VL[�RI�WKHVH�VPDOO�JURXS�DFWLYLWLHV�WR�GR�ZLWK�P\�



101

VWXGHQWV´��32,����/QV�����������+RZHYHU���,�GLG�QRW�REVHUYH�¿YH�RU�VL[�JURXS�DFWLYLWLHV�QRU�

did she discuss additional activities in her journal.  She did four major group activities in 

ten class sessions including a scavenger hunt, a main idea activity, an inferencing activity, 

DQG�D�¿QDO�JURXS�SURMHFW��ZKLFK�ZDV�HLJKW\�SHUFHQW�LQGLYLGXDO�ZRUN�DQG�WZHQW\�SHUFHQW�

group work). The majority of the project was individual work.

2Q�WKH�¿UVW�QLJKW�RI�FODVV��VWXGHQWV�ZHUH�JLYHQ�D�V\OODEXV�VFDYHQJHU�KXQW��³)RU�WKH�QH[W�

VHYHQ�PLQXWHV�RU�VR�,�ZDQW�\RX�WR�ZRUN�ZLWK�\RXU�WDEOH�PDWHV�RU�DORQH�WR�¿QG�DQVZHUV�RQ�

this scavenger hunt” (O1-1; Lns 37 & 38). After some minutes of silence, Shelley went 

over the answers by calling on students.  This tended to be an isolated activity which 

DOLJQHG�ZLWK�D�EHKDYLRULVW�SKLORVRSK\�LQ�WHUPV�RI�¿QGLQJ�WKH�FRUUHFW�DQVZHUV�

In the third observation Shelley had students work with the other students at their tables 

on a main idea activity. They had index cards on which they would write main and minor 

details in different colors then exchange with another group for them to decipher the major 

and minor details. Shelley stated that this activity supported her belief that she looks at the 

³ELJ�SLFWXUH�DQG�EUHDNLQJ�LW�DSDUW´��2�����/Q�������([FHSW�IRU�WKH�¿QDO�SURMHFW��GLVFXVVHG�

later, this was the most involved group activity I  observed in that students were trying to 

create their own ‘problem’ for another group of students to solve. 

In observation four Shelley stated to the class, “I’ll have you decide how you want to 

split into groups” (O4-1; Ln 488). Shortly after stating this, she told them to use the other 

students at their tables to form groups which was Shelley’s usual group practice. Shelley 

gave each group an enlarged facsimile of a completed check and asked them to decide what 

they believed the checks were for.  This was done as an inferencing activity. “...all you are 
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given is this information and making an inference based on what you have” (O4-1; Lns 

596-597). While the groups were completing this assignment, Shelley talked to a student 

who had missed class the previous week. Later the students reported out to the class what 

they had inferred their checks were for.  Later in this class period, she went back to the 

same groups for them to complete a worksheet on synonyms as a group (O4-1; Ln 771).  

The answers to the worksheet were read aloud.

7KH�PRVW�LQYROYHG�JURXS�DFWLYLW\�ZDV�D�UHVXOW�RI�WKH�¿QDO�FODVV�SURMHFW�GLVFXVVHG�LQ�WKH�

previous section.  A poster was a compilation of  individual student’s work which was then 

presented to the class during weeks nine and ten. I observed half of these presentations. The 

project involved a topic assigned by the teacher from a list of topics related to Tuesdays 

with Morrie such as death, aging, and a meaningful life. There was an assignment sheet 

WKDW�OLVWHG�WKH�¿YH�UHTXLUHG�HOHPHQWV�ZKLFK�KDG�WR�EH�GLVSOD\HG��RQ�D�SRVWHU�ERDUG�DQG�WKHQ�

presented. This assignment was designed by a non-developmental English teacher at this 

institution. The group was graded on the poster itself and also group discussion questions. 

Groups chose who would complete various visual depictions from the following:  a written 

explanation of the topic and how it related to Tuesdays with Morrie, quotes with a written 

summary, a compare and contrast half page paper comparing one of the book’s character’s 

understanding of the topic with the student’s understanding, and a summary of an article 

which dealt with the topic. Students  completed their assignments on their own and then 

the group would meet in class during week 8 to put it all together on a poster board. During 

weeks nine and ten the posters were presented.  There was no rule about whether all group 

members had to go up front to present or one representative of the group so this varied per 
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group presentation.  

7KH�¿QDO�SURMHFW�SURYLGHG�VWXGHQWV�D�FKDQFH� WR� LQWHJUDWH� LQGLYLGXDO�YLHZSRLQWV�ZLWK�

the group’s view.  It was cooperative learning but not collaborative learning as students 

divided up the duties and then worked on their individual assignments outside of class.  

They did have to put it all together in a poster representing Tuesdays with Morrie. Shelley’s 

statement that she is a facilitator might be based on the fact that she assigned the groups 

DQG�FUHDWHG�WKH�JURXS�DFWLYLW\��EXW�WKLV�GRHVQ¶W�¿W�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�D�IDFLOLWDWRU�

Shelley is very task oriented in her instructional practice and focuses on points and 

getting assignments accomplished.  Shelley makes some statements from a cognitivist 

perspective, but her instructional practices continue to align her with behaviorism.  

7KHRUHWLFDO�2ULHQWDWLRQ�WR�5HDGLQJ�3UR¿OH��7253�

6KHOOH\¶V� 7253� VXUYH\� �,5$�� ������� FODVVL¿HG� KHU� DV� WHDFKLQJ� IURP� D� GHFRGLQJ�

perspective.  She was only one point away from the skills’ perspective but forty-six 

points away from a whole language perspective. This mirrors Shelley’s behaviorist beliefs 

GLVFXVVHG� HDUOLHU�� �2I� WKH� WZHQW\�HLJKW� VWDWHPHQWV� RQ� WKH� VXUYH\� WKDW� 6KHOOH\� LGHQWL¿HG�

as agreeing (1 or 2 was circled) or disagreeing with (4 or 5) was circled), fourteen were 

behavioral in nature.  I did not count those that were marked with a (3) as these were 

noncommittal.  On three of the statements, Shelley seemed to contradict herself.  On 

statement seventeen, she disagreed that “It is not necessary for a child to know the letters 

of the alphabet in order to learn to read” (TORP, p. 1), which means that she believes it is 

necessary for readers to know the alphabet.  However, on statement twenty-three, Shelley 

agreed that “Children’s initial encounters with print should focus on meaning, not upon 



104

exact graphic representation” (TORP, p. 2).  However, in questioning Shelley about this 

statement, she said that she believed that parents should read to children from infancy and 

that this would focus on meaning.

In a second example, Shelley agreed with statement twenty that “Controlling text 

through consistent spelling patterns is a means by which children can best learn to read” 

�7253�� S�� ���� �2Q� WKH� RWKHU� KDQG�� VKH� DJUHHG�ZLWK� VWDWHPHQW�¿YH�� ³0DWHULDOV� IRU� HDUO\�

reading should be written in natural language without concern for short, simple words and 

sentences” (TORP, p. 1).  These two belief statements are contrary.

Finally, on statement eight, Shelley agreed that “The use of a glossary or dictionary is 

necessary in determining the meaning and pronunciation of new words” (TORP, p.1).  In 

FRQWUDVW��LQ�VWDWHPHQW�¿IWHHQ�VKH�DJUHHG�WKDW�³:KHQ�FRPLQJ�WR�D�QHZ�ZRUG�WKDW¶V�XQNQRZQ��

the reader should be encouraged to guess based upon meaning and go on” (TORP, p. 2).  

Clearly these statements suggest different beliefs about reading.

There are a number of factors which could lead Shelley to contradict herself including 

not being sure about what she believes, not reading the questions carefully, or thinking too 

much about the questions and inferring other factors into them.  When verbally asked about 

these questions, she stated that she uses a variety of methods (PTOI-1).  The TORP survey 

results were in line with observational, interview and journal data in that it was aligned 

with behaviorism.

7KH�/LWHUDF\�2ULHQWDWLRQ�6XUYH\��/26�

Lenski, Wham, and Griffey (1998) developed the Literacy Orientation Survey “as 

a way for teachers to investigate their beliefs about literacy acquisition and to see how 
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WKHVH�EHOLHIV�UHODWH� WR� WKHLU�FODVVURRP�SUDFWLFHV´��S����6KHOOH\¶V�VXUYH\�UHVXOWV�FODVVL¿HG�

her as aligning with constructivism.  Her belief statements were eclectic (score of 64), her 

SUDFWLFHV�ZHUH�FODVVL¿HG�DV�FRQVWUXFWLYLVW��VFRUH�RI�����DQG�RYHUDOO�WKH�VXUYH\�ODEHOHG�KHU�

as constructivist. (score of 131). 

Lenski, Wham & Griffey (1998) describe eclectic as “uses some traditional and some 

constructivist reading methods; frequently ‘basalizes’ literature selections; combines 

traditional and constructivist views about student learning” (p. 10).  Constructivist practices 

are described as “uses whole text and integrated instruction; teaches using primarily an 

inquiry approach; views students as using prior knowledge to construct meaning to learn” 

(p. 10). According to the LOS score interpretation description, “If your Practice Score is 

higher than your Beliefs’ Score, you need to think about why you make the instructional 

decisions that you do” (Lenski, Wham & Griffey, 1998, p. 9).  This is true in Shelley’s 

survey results with a practice score of 67 and a beliefs score of 64.  For example, on 

question twenty-three, “I use a variety of grouping patterns to teach reading such as skill 

groups, interest groups, whole group and individual instruction” (Lenski, Wham & Griffey, 

1998, p.9).  Shelley marked ‘1’ which means that she always does this.  However, through 

the study, this was not observed.  Shelley only grouped according to physical proximity.  

Statement nineteen, “Reading instruction should be always be delivered to the whole class 

at the same time” (p. 9) is another example of an inconsistency.  Shelley marked a ‘4’ which 

means she disagrees; however, in the observations, Shelley always instructed the whole 

class in reading skills. Shelley’s LOS results are somewhat inconsistent.  However, they 

may be consistent in the way Shelley sees herself as a teacher.  Shelley made statements 
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which were constructivist in nature such as her belief statement that she is a facilitator 

based on her use of group work.   Shelley also made belief statements that she utilizes 

leaning styles in individualizing instruction which was not observed in her classes.  The 

fact that Shelley’s practices score on the LOS is higher than her beliefs score is consistent 

with what I observed in her classroom.

Summary

Theory Descriptions Shelley’s Beliefs Shelley’s Practices
Behaviorism: stimulus/response; 

information processed hierarchically; 

extrinsic motivation; student as passive 

learner; meaning in text; immediate 

feedback; skill mastery; sequential 

presentation; computer aided instruction; 

use of dictionary to determine meaning; 

isolated skills instruction; teacher directed

Stimulus/response 
 
 
Extrinsic motivation 
 
 
Information processed hierarchically 
 
Student as passive learner 
 
Meaning resides in text 
 
Skill mastery 
 
Vocabulary essential to comprehension 
 
 
Use of dictionary for word meaning

Worksheets and go over answers as a 
class 
 
Points for activities; pass the post-
COMPASS test 
 
Moves through skills’ lesson hierarchically 
 
Few engaging activities 
 
One correct answer; low-level questions 
 
Exercises; MyReadingLab 70% mastery 
 
Large percentage of time spent on 
vocabulary 
 
Activities using dictionaries for unknown 
words

Cognitivism: stages of cognitive 

development; learning styles; intrinsic 

motivation; student as active learner; 

direct instruction; instructor as facilitator; 

active learning strategies; skills taught 

in context;schemata; meaning resides in 

what reader brings to text;whole to part 

instruction; whole to part instruction

Stage of cognitive development 
 
Learning styles 
 
Intrinsic motivation 
 
Whole to part 
 
Direct instruction

Determine stage of learning 
 
Lesson on learning styles 
 
Not seen 
 
Vocabulary from Tuesdays with Morrie 
 
Throughout course

Constructivism: active construction 

of knowledge; intrinsic motivation; 

instructor as facilitator; solving problems; 

active student learner; build on prior 

experiences; whole to part instruction

Instructor is facilitator Not seen

Table 4. 1 Shelley’s Beliefs and Practices

Table 4.1 above summarizes Shelley’s beliefs, practices and the theories to which they 

align.  Shelley made belief statements about reading which are linked to the behaviorist 

belief in skill mastery whereby information is processed hierarchically and skills are 

mastered through reinforcement and practice.  This was evidenced in her focus on the skills 
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involved in passing the post-COMPASS test and her statement that she teaches skills in 

VHTXHQWLDO�RUGHU�VXFK�DV�YRFDEXODU\�¿UVW��WKHQ�PDLQ�LGHDV�DQG�GHWDLOV��,QIHUHQFH�DQG�FULWLFDO�

thinking skills follow. Vocabulary skill seemed to be a primary focus for Shelley and she 

believes that the other reading skills should be taught after vocabulary. This was evidenced 

in Shelley’s instructional practice. One area that Shelley’s stated belief was not observed 

in her classroom was in the area of critical thinking.  As discussed, Shelley believed in a 

progression of lower-level questions to higher order questions.  Observations did not show 

evidence of many higher order questions.  It might be that she did not believe that the 

students in her class were ready for such questions.  Shelley made belief statements that 

critical thinking is important for successful reading comprehension; however, this was not 

evidenced in her instructional practices.

Shelley’s teaching and learning practices also align with behaviorism which was 

discussed within the themes of teacher-directed instruction, motivation, and group work.  

Shelley believes that she is a facilitator in her classroom. However, this was not consistent 

in her classroom practice where she conducted a more teacher-centered approach.  There 

could be reasons for this such as Shelley’s understanding of a facilitator as one who carefully 

designs lessons and activities.  The focus on skills within Shelley’s classroom aligns with 

a behaviorist philosophy of instruction.

Shelley also made belief statements that she differentiates instruction and focuses on 

students’ different learning styles.  This was not observed in her practice as the class was 

very sequential in its order and activities did not seem to offer any differentiation.  Skills 

ZRUN�ZDV�GRQH�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�KDOI�RI�WKH�FODVV�VHVVLRQ�DQG�Tuesdays with Morrie was the focus 
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of the second half.  I did not observe nor did Shelley discuss any particular differentiation 

in which she was engaging.  This statement might be in regard to believing in learning 

styles and having the students complete a survey and textbook section on different learning 

styles.  Shelley believes in the philosophy of learning styles, but she does not incorporate 

it into her teaching techniques.  It is discussed so that students can recognize their own 

learning styles and accommodate themselves in terms of their studying and learning.

Extrinsic motivation is a characteristic of behaviorism and was evident in Shelley’s 

classroom practice.  She placed an emphasis on points and passing the post-COMPASS test 

as motivation for completing coursework.  However, Shelley did make a belief statement 

regarding the importance of intrinsic motivation for developmental students. She stated 

that “students have to like what they are doing in order to have the will to complete the 

task” (POI-1; Ln 43). Shelley’s description of intrinsic motivation was also focused on 

tasks and task completion.  Shelley believes that external motivating factors such as points 

and passing the class should encourage intrinsic motivation.

Shelley believes in group work which is not a characteristic of behaviorism.  The 

group work tended to focus on completing tasks and students seemed to enjoy doing group 

activities.  However, there tended to be minimal class discussion and more teacher talk 

after the group work, which aligns with Shelley’s teacher-directed classroom. 

Finally, Shelley’s scores on two surveys were opposed to each other. On the TORP, 

Shelley scored within a decoding perspective and on the LOS she scored within the 

FRQVWUXFWLYLVW�SHUVSHFWLYH�� �7KH�7253�VFRUHV�FODVVL¿HG�KHU�DV�WHDFKLQJ�IURP�D�GHFRGLQJ�

perspective and one point away from a skills’ perspective.  This seems to fall in line with 
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observation data that Shelley teaches from a behaviorist perspective; however, it is opposed 

to some of her statements such she is a facilitator and teaches reading by taking the whole 

and breaking it into parts.   In the classroom, Shelley focused on skills and most of the time, 

these were done in isolation such as the warm-up activities at the beginning of each class. 

Shelley also believes strongly in the MyReadingLab skills exercises which prepares them 

for the post-COMPASS test.

2Q�WKH�/26��6KHOOH\¶V�DQVZHUV�UHÀHFWHG�D�FRQVWUXFWLYLVW�SHUVSHFWLYH�EXW�DOVR�IHOO�LQWR�D�

category which states the teacher might want to look at why she engages in the instructional 

practices that she does.  Shelley’s statements on the LOS did not match her other belief 

statements or her practices.

The table below is a summary of Shelley’s stated beliefs and observed practices through 

the study.

Carolyn

1RZ� WKDW� ,� KDYH� GHVFULEHG� WKH� ¿UVW� LQVWUXFWRU� 6KHOOH\�� ,� ZLOO� GHVFULEH� WKH� VHFRQG�

instructor Carolyn within the same three main categories of reading, teaching and learning, 

and developmental students.  Through observations, interviews, journal entries and a 

comparative data analysis, themes emerged within these three areas. In the category of 

reading, Carolyn’s themes were making connections, comprehension techniques, author’s 

voice and metacognition.  In the category of teaching and learning, her themes were the 

role of the instructor and intrinsic motivation. Shelley categorized developmental students 

according to the reasons that they are attending college. The central theme in her descriptions 

of developmental students is motivation. 
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A Description of Carolyn

Carolyn is a white female in her early ‘60s.  She grew up in a middle class, two-parent 

household. Carolyn was not as eager to participate in this study as Shelley. She had many 

questions regarding my rationale for the study as well as what I would be looking for in her 

classroom. As part of this discussion she reiterated to me that she might not teach the way 

other instructors teach this class. After two meetings where I assured her that there would 

be no right or wrong analysis in my study, she agreed to participate.  Carolyn was more 

QHUYRXV�DW�¿UVW� WKDQ�6KHOOH\��EXW�VKH�VHHPHG�WR�EHFRPH�PRUH�UHOD[HG�DIWHU�WKH�¿UVW� WZR�

observations. She was not as talkative as Shelley, so in the interviews, I had to ask more 

follow-up questions.

Carolyn is a retired public school teacher who taught twenty years in an elementary 

FODVVURRP��JUDGHV���������DQG����¿IWHHQ�\HDUV�DV�D�UHDGLQJ�FRQVXOWDQW��DQG�¿YH�\HDUV�DW�WKH�

college level. Her student teaching experience was at the elementary level. Carolyn stated 

that her cooperating teacher taught reading in small reading groups within the classroom. 

“The reading seemed normal and not innovative for the time that I student taught. It was, 

I think, the expected norm” (POI-2; Lns 14-15). When asked if she had any training in 

teaching reading in her pre-service education, she said that she took a ‘Reading for the 

Elementary Teacher’ class with Dr. Gerald Duffy (POI-2; Lns 10-11).

)RU�WKH�ODVW�¿YH�\HDUV��&DURO\Q�KDV�WDXJKW�GHYHORSPHQWDO�UHDGLQJ�DQG�GHYHORSPHQWDO�

math to adults at this institution. She says that she follows the reading curriculum outlined 

by this institution. The assigned novel for the quarter I observed her class was also Tuesdays 

with Morrie by Mitch Albom.  
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&DURO\Q¶V�%HOLHIV�DQG�,QVWUXFWLRQDO�3UDFWLFHV�

&DURO\Q¶V� EHOLHI� VWDWHPHQWV� DQG� FODVVURRP� SUDFWLFHV� FDQ� EH� FODVVL¿HG� ZLWKLQ� WKH�

cognitivist and constructivist theoretical frameworks.  The Theoretical Orientation 

WR�5HDGLQJ�3UR¿OH� �7253�� VXUYH\�� KRZHYHU�� FDWHJRUL]HG� KHU� DV� WHDFKLQJ� IURP� D� VNLOOV¶�

SHUVSHFWLYH��EXW� WKH�/LWHUDF\�2ULHQWDWLRQ�6XUYH\��/26��FODVVL¿HG�KHU�DV�D�FRQVWUXFWLYLVW�

in her literacy orientation.  Through classroom observational data, it is clear that Carolyn 

teaches from both a cognitivist and constructivist perspective.  

Description of Developmental Reading Students

Carolyn describes developmental reading students by dividing them into three categories 

as did Shelley.  Her main points in each category focused on the reasons these students are 

attending college and their motivation to be in college. 

“Students in this course are very different from one another”(POI-2; Ln 89), stated 

Carolyn. She went on to explain that she groups these students into three categories. The 

¿UVW�FDWHJRU\�LV�newbie (fresh from high school) who are usually mad that they tested into 

this class. ”This student has either been thrust into class by their parents or a government 

group that has told them they have to get an education to be supported by funding” (POI-

2; Lns 90-91). The second category includes the same age group but these students have 

“decided themselves that they want to go to school to better educate themselves and prepare 

for the outside world” (POI-2; Lns 92-93). Carolyn calls a third group older learners. 

“Persons in this group are re-entering the workforce or are trying to improve their skills 

to get a job” (POI-2). From conversations Carolyn has had with students, “…for the most 

part they (developmental reading students) have not had college educated role models or 
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families that have the expectations of completing college” (POI-2; Lns 94-95). She went 

on to state that the “Older Learners and self-motivated students have the best chance of 

FRPSOHWLQJ�WKHLU�GHJUHH�DQG�IXO¿OOLQJ�WKHLU�DVSLUDWLRQV´��32,����/QV����������

&DURO\Q¶V� EHOLHI� VWDWHPHQWV� UHJDUGLQJ� GHYHORSPHQWDO� VWXGHQWV� UHÀHFW� D� EHOLHI� WKDW�

intrinsic motivation is a strong factor in developmental students’ success.  This is in line 

with a cognitive and a constructivist theoretical perspective.

&DURO\Q¶V�%HOLHIV�DQG�,QVWUXFWLRQDO�3UDFWLFHV�LQ�5HDGLQJ

Through comparative data analysis, themes emerged in regard to Carolyn’s beliefs 

and practices about reading: making connections, comprehension techniques, the author’s 

voice and metacognition. Data will show that Carolyn’s beliefs fall in line with cognitivism 

DQG� FRQVWUXFWLYLVP�� EXW� KHU� FODVVURRP�SUDFWLFHV�PLJKW� EH� FODVVL¿HG� DV� HFOHFWLF�� DV� WKH\�

fall within cognitive and constructivist theoretical frameworks while also displaying a 

characteristic of behaviorism.

Making Connections

A major theme throughout the observations with Carolyn was her belief in prior 

knowledge, schemata and the importance of students making connections to their 

UHDGLQJ�� �7KLV�ZDV� UHÀHFWHG� LQ� KHU� GH¿QLWLRQ� RI� UHDGLQJ� FRPSUHKHQVLRQ� DV� ³WKH� DELOLW\�

to read a passage, use what the reader knows about the topic and apply the known to 

the unknown to formulate a new way of thinking or understanding” (POI-2; Lns 35-37).  

This belief was mirrored in her classroom practices. 

Carolyn’s belief in the need for readers to make connections to their reading aligns with 

her whole language beliefs and both cognitive and constructivist theories.  Both theories 



113

emphasize the important role that schemata and prior knowledge play in successful reading 

skills.  I will discuss Carolyn’s belief statements and classroom practices surrounding the 

role of making connections while reading.

Throughout the observations, Carolyn referred to students’ background knowledge  

and the importance of making connections twelve times.  In addition, she demonstrated 

or discussed the connections she, as a reader, made to a passage or concept eleven times 

throughout the observations.   The importance Carolyn places on background knowledge 

and the importance of readers making connections is a central theme in her belief framework.

Before the observations started, Carolyn stated in an interview, “A good reader can 

apply what they read to new and different situations and relate them to their experiences 

(POI-2; Lns 30-31). In class, she told her students, “Reading is a brain science. And what 

we know about reading is that if we read something that makes sense to us, and that we 

can connect to, it will make more sense” (O2A-2; Lns 227-228). Carolyn also stated, “If 

we read something that we connect to, the more we remember.  If we read something that 

we don’t know a lot about, it makes it harder...we have to be able to connect to what we 

know” (O1B-2; Lns 38-42).  To reinforce this concept, after she made these last statements 

to the class, she showed a cartoon on the overhead of a boy sitting in a children’s race car 

reading a book about automobile racing.  She then went on to comment that the boy was 

“Bringing new information to his schema, or what he already knows” (O2B-2; Lns 48-49). 

In addition, Carolyn gave a personal example describing how her husband told her where 

WKH�RLO�IRU�KHU�FDU�QHHGHG�WR�JR�E\�WHOOLQJ�KHU�WKDW�LW�ZDV�MXVW�OLNH�DGGLQJ�ZDVKHU�ÀXLG�EXW�LQ�

a different place (O2B-2; Lns 52-55).  She told the students that this connection helped her 
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understand her husband’s explanation. 

To further demonstrate her belief in making connections while reading, Carolyn 

referenced an activity to the class that they observed in MyReadingLab (MRL) at the 

beginning of class which compared compound words to fractions.  She told the class that 

ZH�³XVH�ZKDW�ZH�NQRZ��IUDFWLRQV��WR�¿JXUH�RXW�ZKDW�ZH�GRQ¶W�NQRZ��FRPSRXQG�ZRUGV�´�

(O2B-2; Lns 96-98). “You might not have thought about it in quite that way” (O2A-2; Lns 

235).  In another example, before they read an article from the textbook on Mardi Gras, she 

asked the class what they knew about Mardi Gras. Students called out “parade,” “topless 

women,” “takes place in the summer,” “in New Orleans,” “big party” (O2B-2; Lns 127-

129). After the reading she asked them if what they said about Mardi Gras was correct. 

What did they learn? Students commented on some of the items that were wrong such as 

when Mardi Gras takes place.  After one of the student’s comments, Carolyn replied, 

So you were adding to something you already knew. She (the student) thought 
she knew something and she learned it was something else. And that’s what 
good readers do. They are always thinking, and they are either able to 
FRQ¿UP�ZKDW�WKH\�NQRZ�RU�¿QG�RXW�VRPHWKLQJ�QHZ��2�$����/QV�����������

In another example during observation 3A, Carolyn taught inferencing and focused 

a great deal on prior knowledge and what the reader brings to the page . She emphasized 

throughout the lesson “...the author expects us, the readers, to bring to the page some 

information...some background information. They just assume that we know something 

about the world and that we have some background to bring to the page” (O3A-2; Lns 

168-171).

In another example during the inferencing lesson, Carolyn related to students that after 



115

reading a political ad, which called Sarah Palin the ‘grizzly mom’ who came into contact 

with a grizzly bear, “I had to bring something to the page...I had to know that she came 

from Alaska, that she has kind of a rough edge to her, and that she sometimes is aggressive” 

(O3A-1; Lns 185-190). 

As part of her lessons, Carolyn used the textbook and handouts which included visuals 

such as cartoons and advertisements. She modeled for students what she thought as she read 

some of the passages in the practice exercises. For example, in discussing a piece on the 

Emancipation Proclamation, she said “That surprised me too. I thought the Emancipation 

Proclamation freed all the slaves, but now I learn from this that he (Lincoln) allowed it to 

continue in four of the border states” (O3A-2; Lns 564-567).  

In another class session when discussing previewing strategies, making connections 

was also emphasized. Carolyn stated, “...looking at the title, the introductory material, the 

VXEKHDGLQJV��\RX¶OO�¿QG�RXW�LQ�WKH�EOXH�ER[�ZKDW�WKH�WRSLF�LV�DQG�\RX�PLJKW�ZDQW�WR�WKLQN��

what do I already know about this topic? Just like the little boy with the race car (referring 

to previous cartoon on overhead). What do I think I’m going to learn in this book?” (O2A-

2; Lns527-531).  Carolyn related examples like this throughout the observations. 

Carolyn acknowledged that she felt frustrated at times that students in the class had 

such a limited background knowledge.  She stated “The enhancement of background is a 

challenge” (J2-2; Ln 16).  In a post interview discussion of the students’ lack of background 

knowledge, she said, “This was a hindrance” (PTOI-2; Ln 125).  Students had very limited 

knowledge, if any, of Mardi Gras, Winston Churchill or Calamity Jane, to name a few. 

Carolyn talked about these topics before the readings but students still had trouble.  It was 
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obvious that students’ lack of prior knowledge affected their understanding of the texts. 

The majority of Carolyn’s students were African Americans, a total of ten, with one middle 

HDVWHUQ�PDOH�� DQG� WKUHH�ZKLWH� VWXGHQWV�� ,W�ZDV�GLI¿FXOW� IRU�&DURO\Q� WR�SURYLGH� VR�PXFK�

needed background knowledge for such short pieces of text.

Carolyn felt frustrated with the textbook for the course because students did not have 

the background knowledge to aid in comprehending many of the passages.  “The textbook 

LV�GLI¿FXOW�IRU�PRVW�RI�WKH�VWXGHQWV�VR�,�QHHG�WR�HLWKHU�KHOS�WKHP�UHDG�WKH�WH[W�RU�VXSSO\�

easier material that they can read in order to scaffold the students and build strategies” 

(PTOI-2; Lns 79-81).  Carolyn brought in handouts for the students which gave them an 

easier context from which to practice their reading strategies.  She stated, “I would also 

like to see a textbook that is easily understandable for the students and has a wealth of 

interesting stories and topics for the students to read” (PTOI-2; Lns 82-83). 

Carolyn believes in the important role that background knowledge plays in reading 

comprehension and that good readers make connections.  This was mirrored in her 

classroom practices as she asked students what they already knew about passages and 

topics.  She made statements, showed cartoons and demonstrated through modeling her 

own personal connections as a reader, the importance of making connections.  Carolyn 

addressed background knowledge, schemata, and making connections twenty-two times in 

the observations.  Carolyn’s beliefs and practices are characteristic of both cognitive and 

constructivist theories. 

Comprehension Techniques

In teaching reading comprehension, Carolyn stated that she emphasizes strategies that 
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can aid students in their reading comprehension in a variety of reading situations. In an 

interview she stated, “I believe I teach from a whole language perspective” (POI-2; Ln 

124).  However, this was not always mirrored in her classroom practices when she used the 

textbook and the exercises to teach comprehension.

&DURO\Q�WROG�WKH�VWXGHQWV�RQ�WKH�¿UVW�GD\�RI�FODVV��³2XU�JRDO�LV�WR�EULQJ�XS�RXU�VWUDWHJLHV�

and our reading skills to a college level so that we can be successful in our other classes” (O1-

2; Ln 156).  The textbook was used eighteen times through the course of the observations 

and played a large role in instruction of the comprehension strategies of vocabulary, main 

idea, details, tone, previewing, and inference.  Carolyn used handouts to supplement the 

WH[W� LQ� WKHVH� DUHDV� ¿YH� WLPHV�� DQG� DGGUHVVHG� WKHVH� WRSLFV� RXWVLGH� RI� WKH� WH[WERRN� HLJKW�

times.  In each observation, one of these techniques was discussed using the textbook. The 

main focus was on having students read passages and complete exercises.  These were then 

discussed in class.  Sometimes Carolyn had the students complete an activity she created, 

and at times Carolyn allowed students to work with a partner to complete the textbook 

activities.  

Vocabulary was emphasized the most within the area of comprehension techniques and 

was discussed or mentioned thirteen times throughout the observations. Carolyn believes 

that vocabulary is important and she enjoys teaching it. She stated in her journal, “I love 

teaching vocabulary” (J1-2; Ln 1).  Carolyn  believes the best way to teach vocabulary is 

in context and stated, “I almost never give a list of words to learn” (PTI-2; Lns 144-145).  

However, teaching vocabulary in context was not always observed.   

For the majority of the lessons on vocabulary, Carolyn used the textbook and taught 
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Chapter Three: Vocabulary in the second and third observations.  This involved  How Do 

You Learn New Words? What Clues Help You Understand the Meanings of New Words? 

What Resources Can Help You With Words? and What are Analogies? (Smith, 2007, p. 

30).  The textbook has explanations of concepts and then practice exercises.  For example 

LQ�WKH�VHFWLRQ�RQ�XVLQJ�FRQWH[W�FOXHV��LW�GLVFXVVHV�KRZ�ZRUGV�FDQ�EH�³GH¿QHG�GLUHFWO\�LQ�

the sentences” (p. 32)  and then has practice exercises which included sentences with the 

vocabulary word in bold and four multiple choice answers for the “meaning closest to that 

of the boldfaced word” (p. 33).  Carolyn went through the entire chapter having students do 

the practice exercises.  Sometimes they would complete them with a partner.

Carolyn did interrupt the textbook lessons with a group activity on word parts.  Carolyn 

VWDWHG�LQ�DQ�LQWHUYLHZ�WKDW�VKH�³OLNHV�WR�XVH�SUH¿[HV��URRWV��DQG�VXI¿[HV�WR�VKRZ�VWXGHQWV�

how to learn many words quickly” (PTI-2; Lns 143-144).   This was observed in her 

FODVVURRP�GXULQJ�WKH�VHFRQG�REVHUYDWLRQ���(DFK�WHDP�ZDV�JLYHQ�D�SUH¿[�DQG�WKH\�KDG�WR�

ORRN�XS�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�WKDW�SUH¿[�DQG�WKHQ�ZULWH�RXW�ZRUGV�IURP�WKH�GLFWLRQDU\�ZLWK�WKDW�

SUH¿[���7KHVH�ZHUH�ZULWWHQ�RQ�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�SDSHU�DQG�VWXFN�XS�RQ�WKH�ZDOO�DURXQG�WKH�URRP��

(DFK�WHDP�WKHQ�ZHQW�WKURXJK�WKHLU�OLVWV�ZLWK�WKH�FODVV�DQG�&DURO\Q�GLVFXVVHG�WKH�SUH¿[HV�

(O2A-2; Lns 57-58).  This activity was followed up with a handout “The 14 Words that 

Make All the Difference” (Ln 59) which involved the fourteen most powerful roots in the 

English language. The handout included an activity that students could do with a partner 

which involved drawing a line to form words from three different columns comprised of 

URRW�ZRUGV��SUH¿[HV�DQG�VXI¿[HV���$IWHU�WKH�KDQGRXW��&DURO\Q�DVNHG�VWXGHQWV�WR�FRPSOHWH�

additional exercises in the text.  Carolyn said, “Finish page 47 with a teammate as two 
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heads are better than one” (O2A-2; Lns 73-74).

Vocabulary played a strong role in Carolyn’s reading class and this emphasis supports 

her belief that vocabulary is an important comprehension strategy.  However, Carolyn’s 

statement that she teaches it in context was only observed when discussing the Tuesdays 

with Morrie�SDFNHW�ZKLFK�ZDV�GXH�HDFK�7XHVGD\�� �3DUW�RI� WKLV�SDFNHW� LQFOXGHG�GH¿QLQJ�

vocabulary words that Carolyn had taken out of each reading section with their respective 

page numbers next to the word.  Students had to go to that section of the memoir and decide 

WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�HDFK�ZRUG���)RU�H[DPSOH��LQ�FODVV�VKH�GLVFXVVHG�WKH�ZRUG�DSKRULVP��³:KDW�

about the aphorisms? That was one of your vocabulary words.  What is an aphorism?” 

(O2B-2; Lns 90).  Carolyn went on to read a paragraph in Tuesdays with Morrie with 

aphorisms as examples and students guessed what the word meant by the context of this 

paragraph (O2B-2; Lns 95-106).  Except for the 7XHVGD\V�ZLWK�0RUULH¶V vocabulary words, 

the majority of vocabulary was taught as isolated skills activities which mirror a behaviorist 

philosophy rather than Carolyn’s stated belief that she teaches from a whole language 

perspective characteristic of cognitive and constructivist theories.

Another comprehension technique Carolyn emphasized in class was main idea and 

supporting details.  She taught main idea in the second week of the course using the 

textbook and a group exercise.  Main idea was discussed four times using the textbook and 

three times outside of the text and was never discussed using additional handouts except to 

show students the real text in the group exercise described below.

Carolyn taught Chapter Four: Main Idea utilizing the same format as she taught 

the vocabulary focusing on textbook explanations and then practice exercises. Concepts 
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discussed included What is a Main Idea? What is a Topic? What is a Detail? And What 

are the Strategies for Stating Main Ideas? (p. 70) The practice exercises included multiple 

choice answers such as “Circle the number of the sentence that best expresses the general 

subject. Then circle the phrase that best describes the subject of the sentences” (p. 76).  

,Q�RWKHU�SUDFWLFH�H[HUFLVHV�LQ�WKH�WH[W��VWXGHQWV�KDG�WR�¿QG�WKH�PDLQ�LGHDV�DQG�VXSSRUWLQJ�

details of sample paragraphs.  

Carolyn also had the students complete a main idea/supporting details group activity 

in which they were given a paragraph that had been typed and cut apart using a paper strip 

for each sentence. The students were asked, in groups, to reassemble the paragraph and to 

identify the main idea. According to Carolyn, “This has several purposes depending on the 

paragraph—it could be to show that the main idea could be anywhere or that the paragraph 

KDV� WR�EH�ZULWWHQ� LQ�D�VSHFL¿F�RUGHU�GHSHQGLQJ�RQ�WKH� WUDQVLWLRQ�ZRUGV� WKH�DXWKRU�XVHV´�

�372����/QV���������2QFH�JURXSV�ZHUH�¿QLVKHG��WKH\�GLVFXVVHG�WKH�RUGHU�RI�WKHLU�GHWDLOV�

and the main idea sentences they created. Then Carolyn handed out the original paragraph 

she took from a novel 6KH¶V�&RPH�8QGRQH by Wally Lamb so that students could compare 

their answers to what the author had written. Carolyn stated, “He (Wally Lamb) put the 

main idea at the end.  Could he have put it somewhere else?”  Discussion ensued and 

Carolyn stated, “Authors try to put main ideas up front to make it easier to see the main 

idea” (O2B-2; Lns 148-149).  

In the pre-observation interview, Carolyn said that students are given the opportunity 

to write a paragraph using a main idea and supporting details” (PI-2; Lns 45-51) at the 

end of this lesson. However, this was inconsistent with my observation as students did 
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not write their own paragraphs. After the discussion of Lamb’s paragraph, Carolyn stated, 

“Okay back to the book” (O2B-2; Lns 216-217).  In a later interview, I asked Carolyn why 

she went back to the textbook exercises and she stated, “They needed additional practice” 

(O2A-2; Lns 102-103).  She felt that this particular class was not ready to write their own 

paragraphs.  This was a cognitive/constructivist activity.  Teachers who are constructivists, 

feel free to change their plans based on students’ needs in the classroom.  Carolyn did this 

citing that students weren’t ready to move on and needed additional practice.

Other comprehension techniques were taught in similar fashion to vocabulary and main 

idea discussed above.  Tone was discussed using the text and a power point explanation of 

tone (O4A-2).  Carolyn asked students to say words or sentences in various tones of voices 

that were listed in the power point. 

Inferencing was discussed using the text, a handout (exercises and three cartoons) and 

a group activity where students had to exchange key rings and infer something about the 

owner.  The class then discussed what they had inferred such as “He owns a Chrysler 

Jeep”  and “You are a mom because you shop at certain stores” (O3B-2; Lns117-122).  

$GGLWLRQDOO\��¿[�XS�VWUDWHJLHV��TXHVWLRQLQJ��DQG�SUHYLHZLQJ�ZHUH�EULHÀ\�GLVFXVVHG�PDLQO\�

using the textbook.

Tuesdays with Morrie itself was not discussed much and the journal assignment due 

each Tuesday was the bulk of the coursework.  Carolyn presented a journal handout which 

included a model for students to use. This journal involved writing a summary of the 

reading; writing out a purpose setting question that “you hope will be answered in the next 

VHFWLRQ´��-RXUQDO�0RGHO�+DQGRXW���GH¿QLQJ�YRFDEXODU\�ZRUGV�ZKLFK�DUH�OLVWHG�ZLWK�WKHLU�
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respective page numbers; writing at least four quotes from the book with a reaction; and 

answering focus questions.  In fact, Carolyn commented to me that she doesn’t spend too 

much time on Tuesdays with Morrie because there is so much to do in this course. On the 

RWKHU�KDQG��VKH�DOVR�FRPPHQWHG�LQ�KHU�MRXUQDO�RQ�KDYLQJ�VWXGHQWV�UHDFW�DQG�UHÀHFW�RQ�WKH�

conversations between Morrie and Mitch in the memoir, “Some students ‘get it’ and others 

do not. But I do see growth among readers in the classroom” (J1-2; Ln 10). Not many of the 

reading strategies taught in the course were connected to the memoir even though Carolyn 

stated that she sees some growth in reading from the limited number of journal activities. 

She felt that she didn’t have time to focus on the novel.  The institution had only recently 

added the novels to the curriculum and Carolyn had not been teaching using them before 

this year. 

Carolyn also made some statements that were behaviorist in nature related to isolated 

skills’ instruction.  These were in regard to the COMPASS post test required to pass the 

course.  For example, “...the student that works diligently on the activities on MyReadingLab 

usually does well on the COMPASS test” (PTOI-2; Lns 74-75).  The MyReadingLab skills’ 

exercises were aligned with the COMPASS test by Pearson Publishing.  This requirement 

was mandated by the institution, but Carolyn’s statement does seem to mean that she agrees 

that it is working.  However, it is unclear whether Carolyn would have included this type 

of focus on isolated skills’ work in her curriculum if the institution had not mandated it.

7KH�$XWKRU¶V�9RLFH�DQG�0HWDFRJQLWLRQ

Carolyn believes that the author has an important part to play in reading comprehension; 

and in practice, she emphasized to the students that they need to attend to the author’s 
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voice.  This was discussed seven times throughout the observations and Carolyn divided 

LQVWUXFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�KDQGRXWV�DQG�JHQHUDO�GLVFXVVLRQ���7KLV�UHÀHFWHG�KHU�ZKROH�ODQJXDJH�

belief. 

Carolyn focused on teaching students to “attend to the voice of the text” (O4A-2; Ln 

62).  She asked students “What does it mean to attend to the voice of the text?” (O4A-2; 

Ln 61-63). She went on to tell students that when they are reading, they need to attend to 

the voices in the article ”not only with your eyes, but also your listening ear” (O4A-2; Lns 

66-68).  Students were directed to read an article and listen to “voices you hear and then 

write it down” (O4A-2; Ln 69-70). Carolyn then had the students discuss what they heard 

in the story with a partner. She also referenced the author many times when discussing 

Tuesdays with Morrie or passages in the text in order to show students that the author is a 

partner with the reader. In a lesson on tone, Carolyn also discussed voice,  “We are going 

to talk about tone, how we have to change the voice in our mind’s eye” (O4A-2; Ln 80-82).   

Carolyn made statements such as “the author will help you out” (O4A-2; Ln 58), She 

also made the statements, “Reading is a conversation with the author” (O1A-2; Ln 36).  

and “As a reader, the author wants us to hear and see things” (O4A-2; Ln 75-76). Carolyn 

also told the class, “...if you are reading along and don’t understand something, then a 

JRRG�UHDGHU�JRHV�EDFN�DQG�DVNV�D�TXHVWLRQ�RI�WKH�ZULWHU�WR�JHW�VRPH�FODUL¿FDWLRQ´��2�%����

Lns 441-444).  The example described below in discussing metacognition is also a good 

example of this.

The second technique Carolyn believed was important was metacognition.  She wanted 

to have students understand the meaning of metacognition and understand how their ability 
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to become better readers involved their monitoring their own reading.  She mentioned in 

KHU�SUH�REVHUYDWLRQ�LQWHUYLHZ�WKDW�VKH�EHOLHYHV�WKDW�JRRG�UHDGHUV�KDYH�¿[�XS�VWUDWHJLHV�WKDW�

poor readers do not.  She stated to the class, “Good readers know what they know and what 

WKH\�GRQ¶W�NQRZ��DQG�WKH\�NQRZ�ZKDW�WKH\�KDYH�WR�OHDUQ�DQG�WKH\�NQRZ�KRZ�WR�¿[�LW���,I�

they are reading along and they don’t know something or something stops making sense, 

WKH\�NQRZ�KRZ�WR�¿[�LW´��2�$����/QV�����������6KH�ZHQW�RQ�WR�WDON�DERXW�KRZ�WKH�¿UVW�

thing they do is stop reading and go back to reread. They might also verbalize the confusing 

part “...where you say, I understood it up to this point, but then I got confused” (O2A-2; 

Lns 690-692).  

After discussing metacognition in the second observation, Carolyn asked students 

about correction strategies. “What do you do if you’re reading along and all of a sudden 

\RX�¿JXUH�RXW�\RX�GRQ¶W�XQGHUVWDQG�D�ZRUG�\RX�MXVW�UHDG"�:KDW�GR�\RX�GR"´��2�$����/QV�

696-698). Students answered, “Go back...take notes...highlight it” (O2A-2; Lns 699-704). 

Carolyn told them that these were good responses and to also go back and reread or go on 

and see if it gets clearer. 

Carolyn shared an example of her own when she was reading The Girl with the Dragon 

Tattoo. 

,�JRW�¿IW\�SDJHV�LQWR�LW��DQG�,�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�,�GLGQ¶W�NQRZ�ZKDW�,�ZDV�UHDGLQJ���
I was very confused.  And I am a good reader. I just had no idea what was 
JRLQJ�RQ���,�KDG�WR�FRPH�XS�ZLWK�D�¿[�XS�VWUDWHJ\��:KDW�,�FDPH�WR�UHDOL]H�
was there were so many characters in this book that I couldn’t keep them 
straight.  So I decided I had to read it again, and I had to take notes. So I 
literally took out a pad of paper and started writing (O2A-2; Lns 737-742).

In another example when explaining the journal assignment for Tuesdays with Morrie, 
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Carolyn asked students to “show me your thinking” (O3A-2; Ln 43).  Carolyn made belief 

statements and taught students about the importance of attending to the voice of the author 

and utilizing metacognition.  Both of these concepts align with cognitivist and constructivist 

theories. 

&DURO\Q¶V�%HOLHIV�DQG�3UDFWLFHV�LQ�7HDFKLQJ�DQG�/HDUQLQJ

Role of the Instructor

The fourth theme that emerged from observations, interviews and journal entries was 

related to teaching and learning and the role of the instructor.  Carolyn’s main form of 

delivery of the course material was through teacher presentation to the whole class. This 

mirrored her statement, “I teach whole group at the college level. I do this because I believe 

that I cannot work individually in this setting, and I feel that this is the most productive 

use of my time in a ten-week format” (POI-2; Lns 66-68).  She went on to state that she 

GHPRQVWUDWHV�WKH�VWUDWHJLHV�DQG�WKHQ�KDV�WKHP�SUDFWLFH�WKHVH�VWUDWHJLHV���7KLV�H[HPSOL¿HV�D�

cognitive/constructivist theoretical framework.

I try to gauge what will work and what will not.  Sometimes the personality 
of the group dictates what strategies I will use.  A teacher can help a poor 
reader become a better reader by modeling and demonstrating the strategies 
that good readers use.  It is up to the student to apply and try these strategies 
(POI-2; Lns 32-34).  

Cognitive theory posits that the teacher’s role in direct instruction and modeling is 

UHGXFHG� DV� VWXGHQWV� EHFRPH�PRUH� LQGHSHQGHQW�� � &DURO\Q� H[HPSOL¿HV� WKLV� LQ� KHU� EHOLHI�

statements although not always in her practice.  Students were not becoming more 

independent as Carolyn did not feel their skills were strong enough. Once example was 

already discussed when Carolyn decided not to give the class a paragraph to write on main 
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idea because she did not feel they were ready to write their own paragraphs (O2A-2; Lns 

102-193). 

There was limited group work in Carolyn’s classroom which goes against her cognitive/

constructivist beliefs..  Any that took place was handled more as an activity with a partner 

WKDQ�FROODERUDWLYH�OHDUQLQJ��)RU�H[DPSOH��LQ�WKH�REVHUYDWLRQV�WKHUH�ZHUH�¿YH�LQVWDQFHV�RI�

partner work and two of group work. These activities gave students time with each other to 

talk about what they were learning.  For example, when Carolyn had the students working 

ZLWK�SUH¿[HV�DQG�VXI¿[HV��KDYLQJ�JURXSV�ZULWH�RQ�FKDUW�SDSHU�WKHQ�SXWWLQJ�WKHP�XS�DURXQG�

the room, they seemed very engaged in the activity.

Carolyn believes that students need to learn to read critically and they “need strategies 

to help them with comprehension” (POI-2; Lns 68-70). She believes that the best way to 

teach these students is through demonstrating the strategies to the whole class. This was 

consistent with what was observed in her classes and what was discussed in the previous 

paragraph. As she was presenting material, Carolyn was modeling the strategies and then 

having them practice using the text or a handout.  Given that there was limited participation 

by students, the class became more teacher-directed.

In another area where observations supported that the class was teacher-directed was in 

the area of questioning.  Carolyn made belief statements that her role as an instructor is to 

question students as to how they know they are right when answering a question.  “ I ask 

them why they think that. What lets you know that you are right? How do you know you are 

right?” (POI-2; Ln 44). She went on to state that because these students haven’t always been 

successful, she wants to make them feel they are meeting success in this class. At this level 
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(college developmental), students have not always met success, so I try to tell them they 

DUH�ULJKW��EXW�WKHQ�DVN��KRZ�GR�\RX�NQRZ�\RX�DUH�ULJKW"�6KH�VWDWHG�WKDW�VKH�FODVVL¿HV�D�JRRG�

response from a student as one that responds to the question and elaborates or connects to 

another source such as a book or a movie. A poor response would be one that would be off 

topic without a connection (POI-2; Lns 51-52).  Carolyn’s statement often did not mirror 

what was observed in her classroom instruction. I did not observe her ask students “how 

do you know you are right?” and only occasionally ask them “Why do you think that?” 

Most of the time Carolyn acknowledged the answer with an “okay” and went on to the next 

question. For example, Carolyn asked the class to write an answer to the question “What 

is reading?” Students were then partnered with a person seated next to them to discuss 

their answers and then have whole class discussion. “There is really no wrong answer,” 

she stated a number of times in trying to get students to participate. When a student gave 

an answer, she would repeat it and say “okay,” then ask for another student to respond. For 

example, one student answered the question, what is reading by saying, “Words and images 

to form a picture in your mind,” and went on to give an example of a picture of Superman 

which let her know right away what the story was about. Carolyn responded, “Okay. So we 

have images with messages.” Then went on to ask, “Who else? There’s no wrong answer” 

(O1A-2; Lns 400-406).  It seemed that this idea of image and reading could have been 

elaborated on further by asking some follow-up questions.  However, often there were no 

students answering her questions, so she limited the questions that she asked.

The questioning seemed to be literal and few inferential questions were asked of 

students. Carolyn believes in critical thinking and higher level thinking as evidenced in her 
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statement, “...they (students) need to learn to read critically” (POI-2; Ln 69). However, the 

questions posed to students tended to be those that asked for literal answers such as “What 

were two questions Morrie asked himself?” (O2B-2; Lns 35-36).  

At other times, a student would answer a question and then Carolyn would elaborate on 

it herself instead of asking the student or other students whether they could add more to the 

answer or the discussion. For example, in discussing a reading in the textbook, a student 

said that the person in the article, “...took a big jump” (O3A-2; Ln 470). 

Carolyn responded, “It says in the third paragraph that she took a big 
MXPS�DQG�ERXJKW�KHU�¿UVW�UDGLR�VWDWLRQ��:KDW�GRHV�WKDW�PHDQ"´�7KH�VDPH�
student responded with, “She took a risk” (O3A-2; Ln 473). Carolyn said, 
“Right, I think so. I think that means that she took a risk. And she bought 
WKDW�¿UVW� UDGLR�VWDWLRQ�ZLWK� OLWWOH�RU�QR�PRQH\����´� �2�$����/QV�����������

Carolyn then went on speaking for 25 lines of dialogue and did not ask additional 

questions of the class.  This was a pattern throughout the observations where Carolyn 

tended to dominate the dialogue. However, this particular class did not participate much 

in discussion, and Carolyn made the comment after an observation that only about two 

students answer on a regular basis. In a later journal entry, Carolyn commented, “The 

students are a little more vocal (at this stage of the quarter), but I wish they were more 

vocal. I think they are reticent because most have not had a positive educational experience. 

7KH\�DUH�DIUDLG�WKHUHIRUH�WR�EH�ZURQJ��,�FRQ¿UP�PRVW�DQVZHUV�HYHQ�LI�WKH\�DUH�ZURQJ´��-�

2; Lns1-3). The lack of participation in Carolyn’s class became a key component in the 

classroom learning environment. 

Carolyn’s belief that critical thinking is important, as is a questioning technique which 
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facilitates students elaborating on their answers and thinking about how they came up 

with the answer, might be hampered by the reluctance of these students to participate and 

resulted in a teacher-directed classroom. Carolyn commented in a journal entry that  “It is 

D�FRQWLQXDO�FKDOOHQJH�WR�¿QG�PDWHULDO�WKDW�WKH�VWXGHQWV�FDQ�DQG�ZLOO�UHDG����´��-����/QV����

16). She stated, “I read the text to the students....It is because I do not believe that the text 

is at a level that most of the students can understand” (J-2; Lns 8-12).  Carolyn’s dislike 

of the textbook was also discussed earlier in the vocabulary section.  The textbook was an 

ongoing frustration for Carolyn.  She stated that she plans to be part of the next system 

subcommittee reviewing textbooks for this course.

Carolyn believes that the institution’s new rule that students can retake the COMPASS 

test after some documented practice, “has given the Developmental Education department 

a new challenge. We are left with many more students with marginal skills and greater 

GH¿FLWV��7KLV�LV�WKH�¿UVW�WHUP�WKDW�ZH�KDYH�VHHQ�WKLV��,�WKLQN�WKDW�WKLV�LV�ZK\�WKH�VWXGHQWV�

appear so needy and low” (J-2; Lns 17-20). Given  the recent institution policy that students 

can retake the COMPASS entrance test, it resulted in students with lower skills than in the 

SDVW���7KLV�ZDV�&DURO\Q¶V�¿UVW�WLPH�WHDFKLQJ�UHDGLQJ�VLQFH�WKLV�FKDQJH��

&DURO\Q¶V�EHOLHI�WKDW�VKH�PXVW�FRQ¿UP�VWXGHQWV¶�DQVZHUV�HYHQ�LI�WKH\�DUH�ZURQJ�ZDV�

observed and until she explained why she did this, it was puzzling. Also Carolyn’s belief 

that she uses a questioning technique to teach reading, was not observed to the extent that 

Carolyn stated in her interviews that she believes it should be.  It seemed that the lack of 

student participation and engagement forced Carolyn into a more teacher-directed focus in 

the classroom. 
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Intrinsic Motivation

Intrinsic motivation is a characteristic of cognitivism and constructivism.   Carolyn made 

statements regarding her belief in intrinsic motivation. She stated, “College developmental 

students have not always met success, so I try to tell them they are right” (POI-2; Ln 

46). She believes in setting a purpose for reading, so that students are in charge of their 

own comprehension and have their own motivation for reading. Facilitating motivation 

LQ� GHYHORSPHQWDO� VWXGHQWV� FDQ� EH� GLI¿FXOW�� DQG�&DURO\Q� RIWHQ� GLVFXVVHG� VRPH� H[WHUQDO�

motivating strategies; but she was never sure she wanted to implement them. For example, 

the lateness of students arriving to class was an ongoing issue. Carolyn stated in her journal, 

“I do not know what to do about the late comers”  (J2-2; Ln19).  She went on to state, “I 

FRXOG�JLYH�VKRUW�TXL]]HV�DW�WHQ�PLQXWHV�SDVW�WKH�KRXU���%XW�WKHQ�WKRVH�WKDW�FRPH�LQ�DW�¿IWHHQ�

after would still be able to take the quiz.  I encourage them to come on time, since they miss 

my explanation” (J2-2; Lns 20-22).  This type of thought process continued through out 

WKH�REVHUYDWLRQV��&DURO\Q�ZDV�WU\LQJ�WR�¿QG�ZD\V�WR�KHOS�WKH�VWXGHQWV�EHFRPH�LQWULQVLFDOO\�

motivated instead of resorting to external motivation such as quizzes and losing points.  

At eight of the observations, Carolyn kept a student or two after class to discuss these 

behaviors. At the end of the second journal, Carolyn wrote, “I will have to work on this 

for the good of those students that come on time” (J2-2; Ln 24).  Carolyn was often very 

frustrated that students seemed to lack an internal motivation to do well.  

In Carolyn’s description of developmental students discussed earlier, her categories 

were focused on their motivations for being in college.  Carolyn’s opinions, based on her 

teaching experience with developmental students, were that students who do well and often 
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succeed in the class and in college were those who were intrinsically motivated.  Those 

who were in college for other reasons were often not successful.  Carolyn’s strong belief 

that intrinsic motivation is a factor in students’ success was evidenced throughout the 

observations including Carolyn’s frustration that many of her students were not intrinsically 

motivated. Yet Carolyn struggled with including extrinsic motivations such as quizzes at 

the beginning of class to get students there on time.  Ultimately she did not resort to these 

strategies and instead kept a number of students after class to discuss issues with them 

individually, such as their tardiness or their leaving class to answer their cell phones.   

Carolyn’s belief statements regarding making connections; comprehension strategies; 

the author’s voice and metacognition in the areas of reading and the role of the instructor; 

DQG� LQWULQVLF�PRWLYDWLRQ� LQ� WKH�DUHD�RI� WHDFKLQJ�DQG� OHDUQLQJ�UHÀHFW�KHU�ZKROH� ODQJXDJH�

perspective within cognitivist and constructivist theories. Her instructional practice in 

making connections, the author’s voice and metacognition mirror her belief statements.  

Her practice in the other areas, however, did not always mirror her stated beliefs.  Carolyn 

did not teach comprehension strategies in context.  She utilized the textbooks and skills’ 

handouts for most strategies including vocabulary, main idea, tone, and inferencing.  

Carolyn’s teacher-centered classroom did not mirror the facilitator role characteristic 

of cognitive and constructivist theories. Carolyn taught the skills and then had students 

practice these skills.  She believes, however, that the low skill levels of the students preclude 

her from reducing her instructor role as cognitivist theory posits. Carolyn also feels that 

WKH�GLI¿FXOW\�RI�WKH�WH[WERRN�KDPSHUV�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�DELOLW\�WR�OHDUQ�LQGHSHQGHQWO\�� �$V�D�

result, when Carolyn’s classroom instruction consisted of isolated skills exercises from the 
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textbook and handouts rather than in-context work, it mirrored a behaviorist instructional 

practice and was in contrast to her stated whole language beliefs.

Now that I have discussed themes within Carolyn’s observations, interviews, and 

journal entries, it is important to look at the two surveys, the Theoretical Orientation to 

5HDGLQJ� 3UR¿OH� �7253�� DQG� WKH� /LWHUDF\� 2ULHQWDWLRQ� 6XUYH\� �/26��� JLYHQ� EHIRUH� WKH�

observations began.

7KH�7KHRUHWLFDO�2ULHQWDWLRQ�WR�5HDGLQJ�3UR¿OH��7253���

,Q�WKH�7253�VXUYH\��&DURO\Q¶V�UHVXOWV�UHÀHFWHG�D�VNLOOV¶�SHUVSHFWLYH�LQ�WHDFKLQJ�UHDGLQJ��

The range for this area was 66-110.  Carolyn scored 110, so she was at the cut-off for the 

skills’ perspective category bordering the whole language perspective.  On the survey, the 

FKRLFHV�DUH�RQH�WKURXJK�¿YH�ZLWK�RQH�UHSUHVHQWLQJ�VWURQJ�DJUHHPHQW�DQG�¿YH�UHSUHVHQWLQJ�

strong disagreement.  It might have been her answers to two questions with a noncommittal 

three that kept her in the skills’ perspective category.  For example, she marked statement 

eighteen which read, “Flashcard drill with sight words is an unnecessary form of practice in 

reading instruction” (TORP, p. 2) with a three.  This is surprising as Carolyn never stated a 

EHOLHI�LQ�ÀDVKFDUG�GULOO�LQ�UHDGLQJ�LQVWUXFWLRQ��QRU�GLVSOD\HG�DQ\�FODVVURRP�LQVWUXFWLRQ�ZLWK�

ÀDVKFDUGV��VR�PDUNLQJ�ZLWK�D�QRQFRPPLWWDO�WKUHH�LQVWHDG�RI��D�RQH�RU�WZR�PLJKW�KDYH�NHSW�

her in the skills’ perspective. 

The second statement Carolyn marked with a three was number twenty-eight which 

UHDG��³6RPH�SUREOHPV�LQ�UHDGLQJ�DUH�FDXVHG�E\�UHDGHUV�GURSSLQJ�WKH�LQÀHFWLRQDO�HQGLQJV�

from words (e.g. jumps, jumped)” (TORP, p. 2). This might be inconsistent with some of 

WKH�RWKHU�VWDWHPHQWV�IRU�ZKLFK�&DURO\Q�VWURQJO\�DJUHHG�VXFK�DV�QXPEHU�¿IWHHQ�ZKLFK�UHDG��
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“When coming to a word that’s unknown, the reader should be encouraged to guess based 

upon meaning and go on” (TORP, p. 2). These two statements marked as a noncommittal 

three might also have kept Carolyn in the skills’ perspective category. 

There were also some inconsistencies in the survey responses compared to classroom 

practice. In statement three, “Dividing words into syllables according to rules is a helpful 

instructional practice for reading new words” Carolyn marked strongly disagree.  Also in 

statement six, “When children do not know a word, they should be instructed to sound out 

its parts” (TORP, p. 1) Carolyn disagreed.  However,  in class she had students work with 

SUH¿[HV�DQG�VXI¿[HV�WHOOLQJ�WKHP�WKDW�WKLV�ZLOO�DLG�WKHP�LQ�OHDUQLQJ�QHZ�ZRUGV�DV�WKH\�UHDG�

Another discrepancy involved statement twenty-one “Formal instruction in reading is 

necessary to insure the adequate development of all skills used in reading” (TORP, p. 

2), for which Carolyn strongly disagreed.  However, formal instruction was evidenced 

in the observations.  This might be due to the focus on the textbook and the institution’s 

curriculum. 

As explained earlier, Carolyn stated that she teaches from a whole language perspective; 

but as evidenced in her instruction, she doesn’t always maintain a whole language approach. 

2Q�WKH�7253�VXUYH\��ZKLFK�UHÀHFWV�D�WKHRUHWLFDO�RULHQWDWLRQ��&DURO\Q�DOLJQV�ZLWK�D�VNLOOV�

perspective but only one point away from a whole language perspective.  It is likely that 

Carolyn’s marking of a three on two items put her in the skills’ perspective category.  

This is opposed to Carolyn’s belief that she teaches from a whole language perspective.  

However, in her instructional practices, observational evidence shows skills and exercise 

work through Carolyn’s use of the textbook and the post-COMPASS test preparation.
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/LWHUDF\�2ULHQWDWLRQ�6XUYH\��/26�

The LOS has thirty statements and respondents mark a range of  1 (disagree or never) 

through 5 (strongly agree or always). Carolyn’s results from the LOS, with a score of 132, 

FODVVL¿HG�KHU�ZLWKLQ�WKH�UDQJH�RI�D�FRQVWUXFWLYLVW�SHUVSHFWLYH�����������EXW�RQ�WKH�ORZ�HQG�

RI�WKDW�UDQJH���,W�LV�LQWHUHVWLQJ�WKDW�RQ�WKH�/26��&DURO\Q¶V�SUDFWLFHV¶�VFRUH������FODVVL¿HG�

her as constructivist in her instructional practices and was higher than her beliefs’ score 

�����ZKLFK�FODVVL¿HG�KHU�DV�KDYLQJ�EHOLHIV�VLPLODU�WR�DQ�HFOHFWLF�WHDFKHU���$V�VWDWHG�HDUOLHU��

according to the interpretation of the LOS score, “If your Practice Score is higher than your 

Beliefs Score, you need to think about why you make the instructional decisions that you 

do” (Lenski, Wham & Griffey, 1998, p. 10).

These scores are consistent with observational data which found that Carolyn’s 

stated beliefs were not always consistent with her instructional practices. Carolyn’s 

belief statements in her interviews and journal entries, seemed to classify her as having 

a cognitivist and constructivist perspective.  This might be consistent with Carolyn’s 

/26�FODVVL¿FDWLRQ� DV�EHLQJ� HFOHFWLF� LQ�KHU� EHOLHIV�� �+RZHYHU�� KHU�/26�SUDFWLFHV¶� VFRUH�

FODVVL¿FDWLRQ�DV�D�FRQVWUXFWLYLVW�WHDFKHU�ZDV�QRW�DOZD\V�GHPRQVWUDWHG�LQ�KHU�LQVWUXFWLRQDO�

practices as Carolyn at times mirrored a behaviorist approach.

&DURO\Q�VWURQJO\�DJUHHG�ZLWK�VWDWHPHQW�¿YH��³6WXGHQWV�VKRXOG�EH�WUHDWHG�DV�LQGLYLGXDO�

learners rather than as a group” (p.9).  As evidenced in the observations, Carolyn taught the 

class as a whole group even stating that she does this at the college level because “I believe 

that I cannot work individually in this setting, and I feel that this is the most productive use 

of my time in a ten-week format” (POI-2; Lns 66-68).  This is an instance where Carolyn’s 
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statement on the LOS does not mirror her instructional practice in this course.  However in 

statement nineteen, “Reading instruction should always be delivered to the whole class at 

the same time” (p. 10), Carolyn marked a four which demonstrates agreement.  This does 

QRW�PDWFK�ZLWK�KHU�SUHYLRXV�GLVDJUHHPHQW�RI�VWDWHPHQW�¿YH�GLVFXVVHG�DERYH�DOWKRXJK�LW�

does mirror her classroom practice in teaching the whole class.  

In addition to the two statements above, six of the thirty statements of literacy orientation 

for which Carolyn agreed were not evidenced in the observations (statements 4, 6, 11, 15, 

23 and 24). Three of these (11, 15, and 24) referred to the importance of writing but most 

of the students in the developmental reading class also were placed into the developmental 

writing class.  I believe this might be the reason that writing was not observed even though 

Carolyn stated at least once that she had students write paragraphs involving main idea and 

supporting details discussions.  Two of the statements (4 ad 6) referred to the importance 

of individual attention and time for self-directed reading.  Neither of these were evidenced 

in the observations. Statement 23 for which Carolyn stated ‘always’ involved using a 

variety of grouping patterns.  This was not observed in Carolyn’s practices as the two group 

activities and partnering activities involved grouping by the physical proximity of students.
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Summary

Table 4.2 Carolyn’s Beliefs and Practices

Theory Descriptions Carolyn’s Beliefs Carolyn’s Practices
Behaviorism: stimulus/response; 

information processed hierarchically; 

extrinsic motivation; student as passive 

learner; meaning in text; immediate 

feedback; skill mastery; sequential 

presentation; computer aided instruction; 

use of dictionary to determine meaning; 

isolated skills instruction; teacher directed

Not seen Isolated skills’ instruction 
 
Teacher directed

Cognitivism: stages of cognitive 

development; learning styles; intrinsic 

motivation; student as active learner; 

direct instruction; instructor as facilitator; 

active learning strategies; skills taught 

in context;schemata; meaning resides in 

what reader brings to text;whole to part 

instruction; whole to part instruction

Whole to part instruction 
 
Meaning resides in what reader brings to 
text 
 
Schemata/prior knowledge 
 
 
Skills taught in context 
 
Intrinsic motivation

Tuesdays with Morrie lessons 
 
Elicited background knowledge;  reader 
connections to text 
 
Elicited prior knowledge before readings 
and discussed author’s voice in text 
 
Tuesdays with Morrie vocabulary 
 
Tried not to motivate with quizzes at 
beginning of class

Constructivism: active construction 

of knowledge; intrinsic motivation; 

instructor as facilitator; solving problems; 

active student learner; build on prior 

experiences; whole to part instruction

Whole to part instruction 
 
Meaning resides in transaction with text; 
schemata 
 
 
Instructor as facilitator 
 
Intrinsic motivation

Tuesdays with Morrie lessons 
 
Elicited background 
knowledge; lessons on reader’s 
connection to the text 
 
Some group activities 
 
Tried to motivate them to be good 
readers; tried not to motivate with quizzes 
at beginning of class

Table 4.2 above summarizes Carolyn’s beliefs, practices, and the theories to which 

WKH\�DOLJQ���&DURO\Q�FODVVL¿HV�KHUVHOI�DV�WHDFKLQJ�IURP�D�ZKROH�ODQJXDJH�SHUVSHFWLYH��DQG�

Carolyn’s belief statements place her within the cognitivist and constructivist categories of 

theoretical models. Her stated beliefs about reading focused on comprehension more than 

skills. She emphasized making connections, schema, prior knowledge, whole language 

instruction, comprehension strategies taught in context, metacognition, the role of the 

author and intrinsic motivation.  Carolyn believes that intrinsic motivation is what separates 

developmental students who do well from those who don’t, both in her reading class and 

in college.  However, Carolyn’s classroom practices did not always mirror her beliefs. 
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The mandated curriculum drove the class and it was this focus on the textbook which 

UHVXOWHG�LQ�D�PRUH�VNLOOV�DSSURDFK�WKDQ�&DURO\Q¶V�EHOLHI�VWDWHPHQWV�UHÀHFWHG���7KH�FODVV�ZDV�

more teacher-centered than Carolyn belief statements which showed her as believing in 

the teacher as a facilitator. Carolyn’s belief that the textbook was too hard for her students 

caused her to use skills’ based handouts which were easier and required less classroom 

participation.  This was especially true as the post-COMPASS test drew closer.

&DURO\Q¶V� UHVXOWV� RQ� WKH�7253� VXUYH\� FODVVL¿HG� KHU� DV� KDYLQJ� D� VNLOOV¶� SHUVSHFWLYH�

in teaching reading, but one point away from the whole language perspective.  A skills’ 

perspective is not consistent with Carolyn’s belief statements.  There were inconsistencies 

LQ�&DURO\Q¶V�7253�UHVXOWV���+RZHYHU��7KH�UHVXOWV�RI�WKH�/26�FODVVL¿HG�&DURO\Q�DV�KDYLQJ�D�

constructivist perspective, but she was on the lower end of the range. Because her Practices’ 

score was higher than her Beliefs’ score, the survey states that Carolyn should think about 

why she makes the instructional decisions she does.  There were also inconsistencies 

in Carolyn’s answers on this survey compared to observational data. The institution’s 

curriculum might affect her classroom instruction.  This effect will be addressed in further 

detail when discussing research question three.

Research questions one and two addressed instructors’ beliefs, to what extent these 

beliefs are mirrored in their instructional practice and to which theoretical model these 

beliefs and practices are linked. The goal was to interview instructors and then observe their 

instructional practices in order to discern their beliefs and if these beliefs were mirrored in 

their practices.  The resulting data varied.  Shelley’s beliefs were actually mixed between 

FRQVWUXFWLYLVW�DQG�EHKDYLRULVW�ZKHUHDV�KHU�SUDFWLFHV�ZHUH�FRQVLVWHQW�UHÀHFWLQJ�D�EHKDYLRULVW�
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model.  Carolyn’s beliefs were consistently cognitive/constructivist but her practices were 

ecclectic.

Table 4.3 below contrasts Shelley’s and Carolyn’s beliefs and practices.  This table is 

a summary of Table 4.1 and 4.2 and provides a snapshot of each instructor and how they 

are in contrast.  Shelley’s beliefs and practices are concentrated in the behaviorist columns 

while Carolyn’s are concentrated in the cognitive and constructivist columns as described 

in the data analysis earlier in the chapter.

Table 4.3 Comparison of Beliefs and Practices

Shelley Carolyn

Theories Beliefs Practices Beliefs Practices

Behaviorist

Stimulus response 
 
 
Extrinsic motivation 
 
 
Information processed 
hierarchically 
 
Student as passive learner 
 
Meaning resides in text 
 
 
Skill mastery 
 
 
Vocabulary essential to 
comprehension 
 
Use of dictionary for word 
meaning

Worksheets and go over 
answers in class 
 
Points for activities; pass the 
post test 
 
Moves through skills’ lessons 
hierarchically 
 
Few engaging activities 
 
One correct answer; low-level 
questions 
 
Exercises; MyReadingLab 
70% mastery 
 
Large percentage of time 
spent on vocabulary 
 
Activities using dictionaries for 
unknown words

Not seen Isolated skills instruction 
 
 
Teacher directed

Cognitivist

Stage of cognitive 
development 
 
Learning styles 
 
Intrinsic motivation 
 
Whole to part 
 
 
Direct Instruction

Determine stage of learning 
 
 
Lesson on learning styles 
 
Not seen 
 
Vocabulary from Tuesdays w/
Morrie 
 
Throughout course

Whole to part 
 
Meaning resides in what 
reader brings to text 
 
 
Schemata/prior knowledge 
 
 
 
 
Skills taught in context 
 
Intrinsic motivation

Tuesdays w/Morrie lessons 
 
Elicited background 
knowledge; reader 
connections to text 
 
Elicited background 
knowledge before reading & 
discussed author’s voice in 
text 
 
Tuesdays w/Morrie vocabulary 
 
Tried not to motivate with 
quizzes  at beg of class

Constructivist

Instructor is facilitator Not seen Whole to part 
 
Meaning resides in 
transaction with text; 
schemata 
 
Instructor as facilitator 
 
Intrinsic motivation

Tuesdays with Morrie lessons 
 
Elicited background 
knowledge; lessons on 
reader’s connection to text 
 
Some group activities 
 
Tried to motivate them to be 
good readers; tried not to 
motivate with quizzes
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It was important to discern what factors transacted to create these results.  Through 

observations of classroom practice, interviews, and journal entries, the following factors 

were derived in addition to beliefs: the institution’s curriculum, the instructors’ training and 

teaching experience, and their perceptions of developmental students. 

The two instructors teach at the same institution and were given the same curriculum to 

use, but the resulting classrooms were very different. The factors transacting were unique 

to each individual instructor, thus resulting in a unique learning environment. This will be 

the focus of the next section.
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The Learning Environment 

7KH�¿QDO�VHFWLRQ�DGGUHVVHV�WKH�¿QGLQJV�IRU�UHVHDUFK�TXHVWLRQ�WKUHH��+RZ�GR�LQVWUXFWRUV¶�

beliefs and instructional practices affect the learning environment of the developmental 

reading classroom?

As discussed there are many variables in a classroom setting.  Questions one and two of 

this research study discussed the instructors’ beliefs and how these beliefs were mirrored in 

their instructional practice. It is important now to discern how the variables including the 

instructors’ beliefs, the mandated curriculum, instructors’ training and teaching experience, 

and their perceptions of developmental reading students transacted to create a unique 

learning environment.  

7KH�WHUP�FXUULFXOXP�QHHGV�WR�EH�GH¿QHG�EHIRUH�GLVFXVVLQJ�WKH�OHDUQLQJ�HQYLURQPHQW�

of the two classrooms. Short and Burke (1991) describe curriculum in a traditional model 

as  “content prescribed by the textbooks, teachers’ guides, and school curriculum guides” 

(p.2). They go on to describe it as “something which experts outside the classroom develop, 

classroom teachers implement, and students receive” (p.3). For the purpose of discussion 

of the learning environment in each classroom, this is an accurate description of the 

FXUULFXOXP�PDQGDWHG�E\�WKLV�LQVWLWXWLRQ��,W�UHÀHFWHG�D�YHU\�WUDGLWLRQDO�DSSURDFK���

The classroom learning environment is a complex transaction of factors that combine 

to create this learning environment.  Analyzing and describing a learning environment 

proved to be challenging.  The factors derived from observations in this study were the 

same for both instructors, but the interaction of these factors within the classrooms resulted 

in different learning environments.
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The learning environment was affected by the instructors’ beliefs, the institution’s 

curriculum,  the instructors’ training and teaching experience, and their perceptions of 

developmental students.  The factors transacted in each instructors’ classroom to create a 

unique learning environment. 

Shelley’s classroom was structured and cohesive.  She accepted the curriculum as 

it mirrored her behaviorist beliefs.  Shelley followed a set routine in the classroom and 

believed that students would pass the post-COMPASS test and ultimately the course if 

they did the work that was asked of them.  The match between Shelley’s beliefs and the 

curriculum transacted to create a learning environment that was routined and in sync.

The focus was on skills improvement; there was minimal group work and most of the 

class time was spent on the exercises in the text (refer to Table 4.3). The class time spent 

on Tuesdays with Morrie�ZDV�IRFXVHG�RQ�DQVZHULQJ�VWXG\�JXLGH�TXHVWLRQV�DQG�RQH�¿QDO�

group activity. There was not much focus on the memoir compared with the textbook itself 

because there was no formal institution-prepared guides to go with the memoir besides 

D�¿QDO�JURXS�SRVWHU�EDVHG�RQ�VRPH�WKHPHV�LQ�WKH�PHPRLU��%HFDXVH�6KHOOH\�GLG�QRW�KDYH�

much experience in teaching a novel, she did what was provided and only used a study 

guide and a group activity.  She did not question herself as to whether this was enough or a 

good use of the memoir. She accepted it as appropriate. 

Shelley’s beliefs and curriculum were a match, but another factor that helped create the 

environment was Shelley’s lack of experience and training in teaching reading.  Shelley 

accepted the institution’s curriculum and rationale that a skills’ based approach was an 

appropriate way to teach developmental reading.  She did not have training or experience 



142

with which to compare it.  Her prior teaching experience was substitute teaching and 

teaching summer school. It was this acceptance of a skill-based approach that helped 

FUHDWH�DQ�HQYLURQPHQW�WKDW�UHÀHFWHG�WKLV�DOLJQPHQW�RI�IDFWRUV�DQG�KHOSHG�FUHDWH�D�OHDUQLQJ�

environment that did not seem to have any divisiveness or tension.

7KH� ¿QDO� IDFWRU� WUDQVDFWLQJ� WR� FUHDWH� WKLV� HQYLURQPHQW� ZDV� 6KHOOH\¶V� SHUFHSWLRQ� RI�

developmental students.  As discussed earlier in the chapter, Shelley described these 

students by skill levels and by categorizing them as those able to decode words, those 

VRPHZKDW�ÀXHQW�ZKHQ�UHDGLQJ��DQG�WKRVH�ZKR�UHDG�ZHOO��7KLV�SHUFHSWLRQ�DOVR�DOLJQHG�ZLWK�

her beliefs, the curriculum, and her training.  She saw the goal was for students to master 

the reading skills so that they could pass the test.  She also saw them as adults and was not 

concerned with their going in and out of the classroom to answer their cell phones.  It was 

important to Shelley that she not interrupt the learning of the students in the class to address 

those students leaving the room.  She believed that it was their responsibility to come to 

class and learn. Passing the test and the class should be their motivation, and she did not 

try to use any other strategies to have them come to class on time or to turn off their cell 

phones. When a student walked out or came in late, Shelley just kept on talking. Although 

the students leaving and entering the room received attention from the other students in the 

room, the disruption was minimized because Shelley did not address it.

In order to visualize this environment, I will describe one typical class session I 

observed (O2A-1). The students came into the classroom with a warm-up activity on the 

screen. This particular warm-up involved the word ‘nostalgic’ which was written in a 

sentence. Students had to decide on the meaning and then write a sentence using the word. 
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This was the type of warm-up given each week. After discussion of students’ answers, 

Shelley moved into going over the textbook. She stated, “We are supposed to get through 

four chapters tonight; is that possible?” Students said “no” and then Shelley said, “No, 

you are right. We are going to get through chapters one and two and maybe 4.” Shelley 

went through chapter one asking for answers and students responded. She gave a test after 

chapter one which she allowed to be open book. She collected the test and then said “Let’s 

turn to chapter two.” At the end of chapter two, students took another test. Shelley gave 

students an additional handout on “Blooms Taxonomy.” With some of the exercises in the 

book, they could collaborate with a partner at their table.  Students took a 20 minute break 

and returned to go over questions on the chapter two quiz and then moved on to answering 

questions on the memoir Tuesdays with Morrie study guide.  Students became used to this 

routine as the class continued through the quarter. It was very structured.  At times, Shelley 

might bring in an extra handout, but typically the textbook and the memoir were the focus 

of the class period.  The class tended to be quiet and during this observation.  Shelley said, 

“Don’t be afraid to talk to each other” (FN 2).

As this typical observation demonstrates, Shelley’s classroom was skills based. Exercises 

DQG� TXL]]HV� ZHUH� D� VWDSOH� LQ� WKLV� FODVVURRP� DQG� WKH� OHDUQLQJ� HQYLURQPHQW� UHÀHFWHG� D�

behaviorist practice. This was aligned with the institution’s curriculum and Shelley’s belief 

WKDW�GHYHORSPHQWDO�VWXGHQWV�FRXOG�EH�FODVVL¿HG�E\�WKHLU�VNLOO�OHYHOV��6KHOOH\¶V�EHOLHIV��KHU�

lack of training/experience, her perception of developmental students, and the institution’s 

FXUULFXOXP�ZHUH�D�JRRG�¿W�DQG�WKH�OHDUQLQJ�HQYLURQPHQW�H[HPSOL¿HG�WKLV��

The learning environment in Carolyn’s classroom was different than Shelley’s 
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classroom. The alignment and smooth transaction that was present in Shelley’s was absent 

in Carolyn’s. First, Carolyn’s beliefs, which were whole language and did not align with 

the institution’s behaviorist curriculum. She did not believe in the exercises/test format that 

ZDV�SUHVHQW�LQ�6KHOOH\¶V�FODVVURRP�DQG�ZKLFK�ZDV�H[HPSOL¿HG�LQ�WKH�FXUULFXOXP���)URP�WKH�

¿UVW�FODVV��&DURO\Q�GLVFXVVHG�VXFK�WRSLFV�DV�SULRU�NQRZOHGJH��WKH�DXWKRU¶V�YRLFH��PDNLQJ�

connections to the reading, and metacognition. Carolyn followed the chapter topics in the 

textbook but did not have students complete each exercise and do it in rote fashion as did 

6KHOOH\��&DURO\Q�IHOW�WKH�WH[WERRN�ZDV�WRR�GLI¿FXOW�DQG�VWXGHQWV�GLG�QRW�KDYH�WKH�EDFNJURXQG�

knowledge, so there was no alignment between Carolyn’s beliefs and the curriculum.  This 

disconnect with the textbook and curriculum, fueled Carolyn’s belief that she needed to 

bring in extra material for the students. She often had cartoons related to reading on the 

screen to discuss. She referred back to the cartoons as they got further into the class.  She 

did not have a set routine of how the class would proceed. For example, Carolyn did not 

have any kind of warm-up activity or ‘bell work’ that Shelley had at the beginning of each 

class session.  She had some routines such as students would sign in at the front table when 

they walked in as a way to check attendance, but there were no set instructional practices 

that happened in the same sequence each class.  

It was continually a struggle for Carolyn to work with this curriculum. She did not 

verbalize her negative feelings regarding the textbook to the students but she did so to 

PH�FRPPHQWLQJ�� ³7KH� WH[WERRN� LV� GLI¿FXOW� IRU�PRVW� RI� WKH� VWXGHQWV� VR� ,� QHHG� WR� HLWKHU�

help them read the text or supply easier material that they can read in order to scaffold the 

students and build strategies” (PTOI-2; Lns 79-81). The transaction between Carolyn’s 
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beliefs and the curriculum resulted in a learning environment which addressed different 

topics each day and one that was a combination of teacher-created materials and standard 

institution curriculum. This seemed to provide a more diverse learning environment than 

the learning environment in Shelley’s classroom.

Carolyn’s beliefs and her training and experience in teaching reading did not match the 

LQVWLWXWLRQ¶V�VWDQGDUG�FXUULFXOXP��7KHVH�IDFWRUV�ZHUH�QRW�D�¿W��VR�WKH�WUDQVDFWLRQ�UHVXOWHG�

in misalignment. It was a continual struggle for Carolyn to follow the school’s curriculum.  

Carolyn varied from the curriculum and the textbook when she focused on the author’s 

voice, making connections, and background knowledge. However, when she taught other 

skills such as comprehension and vocabulary she used the textbook to guide her instruction.  

Also during the second half of the quarter, students started to hear Carolyn talk more about 

the Post-COMPASS test they would be taking at the end of the course. They received extra 

exercises from the ACT website to practice their reading skills. Although Carolyn did not 

believe in this type of instruction, the power of the institution’s mandate that students failed 

the course if they did not pass this test, along with the students’ lack of class participation, 

seemed to pressure Carolyn to focus on test-related skills.

The fourth factor transacting within this learning environment was Carolyn’s perception 

of developmental students. Whereas Shelley categorized them according to skill levels, 

Carolyn categorized them according to motivation for attending college. This perception 

affected the learning environment in her classroom. As stated earlier in this chapter, 

Carolyn’s categories includes those students who were ‘newbies’ fresh out of high school 

who were probably mad they tested into this course, those who were thrust into education 
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to be supported by funding, and the older learners who were re-entering the workforce or 

trying to improve their skills to get a job. Carolyn’s class was mostly those students in the 

¿UVW�FDWHJRU\�ZKR�ZHUH�\RXQJHU�DQG�SUREDEO\�GLG�QRW�ZDQW�WR�EH�LQ�WKH�FODVV��7KHVH�VKH�

perceived as less motivated. Carolyn was upset by students coming late to class, leaving 

early or walking out to answer a cell phone. She did not have the numbers of students doing 

this that Shelley did because Carolyn addressed it in the classroom. Students knew from 

her comments that it was not an appropriate thing to do. This was in contrast to Shelley’s 

classroom where she did not address it nor did she worry about it. There was a tension in 

the room when Carolyn did address these students. In one session she said,  “I hope this is 

the last of the problems; I don’t want people going in and out” (O4A-2; Lns 45-47). The 

students just looked up but didn’t say anything. It was obvious that Carolyn was frustrated 

with these students. 

In order to visualize the learning environment, I will describe  a typical classroom 

REVHUYDWLRQ�GXULQJ�WKH�¿UVW�KDOI�RI� WKH�TXDUWHU��2�$�����&DURO\Q�EHJDQ�WKH�FODVV�ZLWK�D�

question regarding vocabulary, “Why should we have a rich vocabulary?”  Some students 

volunteered answers.  Carolyn then gave a personal example of a word she did not know 

and how she handled it. She then put up a cartoon on the screen of a boy reading a book 

which she had been also discussed the week before. Carolyn had a discussion about 

what words helped students in the homework.  She put up on the screen a diagram of 

the procedure students should follow if they come across a word they don’t know: Is it 

DQ� LPSRUWDQW�ZRUG"� � ,I�\HV�� WKHQ�XVH�D�¿[�XS�VWUDWHJ\�� ,I�QR�� WKHQ�VNLS� LW�DQG�PRYH�RQ��

she had further directions from there. She referred to this graphic to reinforce what she 
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was discussing throughout this class session. The class continued with a group activity 

XVLQJ�SUH¿[HV���:KHQ�D�VWXGHQW¶V�FHOOSKRQH�ZHQW�RII��&DURO\Q�VDLG��³7KDW�LV�EDG´�DQG�WKH�

student turned it off. Students were quiet but some did answer questions. In class sessions 

throughout the quarter, Carolyn did lament the lack of participation. The transaction of 

factors including Carolyn’s beliefs, experience/training, perception of developmental 

students and the institution’s curriculum is evidenced in this brief observation. Because of 

Carolyn’s beliefs and training teaching reading, she saw the need for outside material that 

showed students the strategies they could use in their reading. She had to do this because 

she felt the textbook was not what the students needed. She also tried to include group work 

to help make the class more engaging and to allow students to work together on reading 

WRSLFV�VXFK�DV�SUH¿[HV��'LVFRYHULQJ�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV�ZKDW�WKHVH�SUH¿[HV�PHDQ�DQG�DOORZLQJ�

them as a group to decide how to use them, follows a more cognitive/constructivist practice 

as opposed to the skills’ based exercises that Shelley had students complete.  Carolyn’s 

practices were eclectic in that she followed her cognitive/constructivist beliefs but also 

adhered to the institution’s behaviorist curriculum.

The factors –  beliefs, curriculum, training and experience and perceptions of 

developmental students were unique for each instructor.  These factors transacted to create 

a unique learning environment in each instructor’s classroom.  One instructor accepted 

the curriculum; it mirrored her beliefs and training.  The second instructor, however, 

did not believe that the curriculum was appropriate for the course, and it also did not 

UHÀHFW�KHU�WUDLQLQJ�RU�EHOLHIV���,I�RQH�RU�PRUH�RI�WKH�IDFWRUV�KDG�EHHQ�GLIIHUHQW��WKH�OHDUQLQJ�

environments in these classrooms might have been different.  For example, if the institution 
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had adopted a less skills-centered curriculum Shelley’s classroom might not have been as 

FRKHVLYH�DV�LW�ZDV��&DURO\Q�PLJKW�KDYH�IHOW�PRUH�FRQ¿GHQW�XVLQJ�WKH�VWUDWHJLHV�VKH�EHOLHYHG�

in and her practices more consistent if the institution’s curriculum, including the post-

test, had been more consistent with her beliefs.  Another factor that might have looked 

different was the instructors’ perception of developmental students.  Shelley’s night course 

consisted of older students who she saw as adults and categorized them according to skill 

OHYHOV���7KLV�DOLJQHG�ZLWK�WKH�VNLOOV�EDVHG�FXUULFXOXP���%XW�LI�6KHOOH\¶V�FODVVL¿FDWLRQ�DQG�

perception were more along the lines of Carolyn’s and motivation was an important factor, 

then the learning environment might have been different.  Carolyn’s perception of poor 

readers directly out of high school was that they were less motivated.  Her classroom 

was composed of younger students and minimal participation. This factor reinforced her 

perception.  However, if she had a class of older students, the learning environment might 

have been different.  Given the unique role each single factor played in transacting with all 

factors, it is possible both classrooms would have different learning environments if any of 

the factors had been altered.

Adopting a curriculum does not insure teaching methods.  Both instructors used the 

same curriculum, but the teaching methods were different.   Their beliefs and training 

affected their teaching methods. Short and Burke (1991) state “No curriculum (actually no 

life experience) is free of the impact of our beliefs” (p.7).  The learning environment is a 

result of an interaction of a number of factors which create a unique environment for each 

classroom. When colleges that offer developmental reading courses create curriculum, it 

is important to realize that individual instructors’ beliefs affect the learning environment 
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and that curriculum alone does not ensure the same learning environment for each class.  

In studying two developmental reading instructors, factors that affected the learning 

environment were their beliefs, the institution’s curriculum, the instructors’ experiences 

and training, and their perceptions of developmental reading students.  Each learning 

environment was unique.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The purpose of this study was to add to the limited research on the connection of 

college-level developmental reading instructors’ beliefs to their instructional practices and 

how these factors affected the learning environments in their classrooms. The following 

¿QGLQJV�ZHUH�D�UHVXOW�RI�WKLV�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�

Findings

Finding One: Instructors’ beliefs about teaching did not always match their practices.

,�LQYHVWLJDWHG�KRZ�LQVWUXFWRUV¶�SUDFWLFHV�UHÀHFWHG�WKHLU�EHOLHIV�LQ�WKH�FODVVURRP�DQG�WR�

what theoretical perspective they belonged.  Data indicated that there was not a consistent 

relationship between beliefs and practices for either instructor.  Belief statements generally 

LGHQWL¿HG�D�EHOLHI�V\VWHP�EXW�SUDFWLFHV�GLG�QRW�DOZD\V�PDWFK�EHOLHIV��7KHVH�GLIIHUHQFHV�VHHP�

to be related to different factors for each instructor, suggesting that the factors that affect 

instructional practices are varied and complex.  For example, Shelley’s belief statements 

vacillated between constructivist/cognitivist and behaviorist philosophies while her 

practices consistently followed a behaviorist model.  She focused on skills’ improvement 

through exercises in the text and in MyReadingLab.  Her behaviorist practices were at 

times in agreement with her beliefs and sometimes did not match her beliefs.  Shelley did 

not have training as a reading teacher nor did she have much experience teaching reading 

outside of this institution. This might be a reason that sometimes her belief statements were 

inconsistent.  Her inconsistencies between beliefs and practices may be due to this lack of 

consistency in her beliefs; however, that does not fully explain why she used practices that 

were not consistent with her beliefs. 
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Carolyn, on the other hand, was constructivist/cognitivist in her beliefs and considered 

herself a whole language reading teacher.  She also demonstrated these beliefs in her 

practices.  During this time she utilized handouts and various cartoons representing reading 

strategies such as hearing the author’s voice, metacognition, prior knowledge, and making 

connections to the text.  She focused on these skills but often used the textbook passages 

to show students her thinking as she read.  However, Carolyn’s pattern of instruction 

also included following the mandated curriculum and when teaching topics such as 

comprehension and vocabulary, she followed the textbook.  Students read chapters and 

completed multiple choice exercises which were then corrected in class. This mirrored 

a more behaviorist practice, and these changes created a more behaviorist classroom. 

Carolyn’s practices which were inconsistent are not explained by Carolyn’s beliefs about 

teaching but are more likely linked to other factors that impacted her teaching and thus the 

learning environment in this classroom.

Finding Two: Multiple factors transact to create a classroom learning environment

A second aspect investigated was how instructors’ beliefs and practices affect the 

learning environment of the classroom.  Through constant comparative analysis of data, 

themes emerged and it became apparent that the factors transacting in the classroom went 

beyond a beliefs and practices description. Although an instructors’ beliefs can impact any 

factor in teaching, I found that multiple factors in addition to beliefs need to be considered.  

Factors affecting instruction were varied and complex. Three additional factors which 

emerged in this study to affect the classroom learning environments were the institution’s 

mandated curriculum, the instructors’ experience and training, and the instructors’ 
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perception of developmental students.  

First, the curriculum quickly emerged as a key theme. Each instructor transacted with 

the mandated curriculum differently.  Shelley’s practices were a match with the curriculum 

whereas Carolyn had issues with the behaviorist design of the curriculum as it did not match 

her whole language beliefs. The post-COMPASS test, which was part of the curriculum, 

became a high stakes situation for the students and also the instructors as their students 

needed to pass the test in order to pass the class. The instructors’ transaction with a set 

curriculum affected each learning environment differently.  In Shelley’s case it created a 

learning environment where the connections between curriculum and instructional practices 

ZHUH�VHDPOHVV��ZKHUH�HYHU\WKLQJ�VHHPHG� WR�¿W� WRJHWKHU�� �+RZHYHU�� LQ�&DURO\Q¶V�FDVH� LW�

did not.  Therefore, Carolyn’s classroom practices were eclectic, part a whole language 

approach and part a skills’ oriented approach.  

Additionally, the training and experience of the instructors affected the learning 

environment.  Shelley, who had limited experience and no training in teaching reading, 

accepted the more skills oriented curriculum.  She did not question whether it was the 

correct approach as she did not have much experience with which to compare it. Carolyn, 

however, had training and experience in teaching reading; and she did not agree with the 

skills oriented approach.  Some skills were taught in a constructivist/cognitivist manner 

UHÀHFWLQJ�D�ZKROH� ODQJXDJH�SHUVSHFWLYH� FRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�KHU� WUDLQLQJ�� �2WKHU� VNLOOV�ZHUH�

taught using a skills-oriented approach which did not match her whole language beliefs.  

Because of Carolyn’s training and experience in whole language, it was an important factor 

in her classroom. If she had not been trained as a whole language teacher, then her classroom 
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practices may have looked different.  Most likely given a change in the instructors’ training 

and experience, the transaction with the other factors would have been different, resulting 

in an alternate learning environment. 

Finally, the instructors’ perceptions of developmental reading students affected the 

learning environment.  Although this could be considered as part of overall beliefs, the 

perception of developmental reading students emerged as a strong theme in the classroom 

especially for Carolyn whose practices varied from behaviorist to cognitive/constructivism.   

&DURO\Q� FODVVL¿HG� GHYHORSPHQWDO� UHDGLQJ� VWXGHQWV� DFFRUGLQJ� WR� WKHLU� PRWLYDWLRQ� IRU�

being in college.  She believed that students who were on a direct route from high school 

and tested into developmental reading were the least motivated.  This belief impacted 

her instructional practice as the majority of her class were students directly out of high 

school.  Carolyn commented on their lack of motivation and class participation, noting 

her frustration that only a few students answered questions and participated in class. Even 

though Carolyn believed a teacher’s role was that of a facilitator, her classroom practices 

demonstrated a more teacher-directed approach. The lack of class participation combined 

with the high stakes nature of the post-COMASS test might explain her focus on exercises 

and practice tests as the end of the quarter got closer.  If she did not perceive developmental 

UHDGLQJ�VWXGHQWV�LQ�WKLV�PDQQHU�RU�LI�KHU�FODVV�KDG�EHHQ�ROGHU�DGXOWV��ZKLFK�VKH�FODVVL¿HG�DV�

the most motivated, her practices might not have been the same.  

Shelley, on the other hand, was more comfortable with the student population in her 

FRXUVH�� �6KH�FODVVL¿HG�GHYHORSPHQWDO�UHDGLQJ�VWXGHQWV�E\�WKHLU�VNLOO� OHYHOV�� �6WXGHQWV�LQ�

KHU�FODVV�ZHUH�DGXOWV�ZKR�FRXOG�EH�FODVVL¿HG�DV�QRQWUDGLWLRQDO�VWXGHQWV��6KH�GLG�QRW�ZRUU\�
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if they did not participate in class or if they left to answer a phone call. She saw them as 

adults who were in charge of their own actions. She saw her role as giving them the skills, 

which if they did as she told them, would enable them to pass the post-COMASS test. 

Shelley’s classroom was teacher-directed. In these cases, student participation was less 

important.  This attitude combined with a skills curriculum and Shelley’s lack of training 

DQG�H[SHULHQFH�PDGH�IRU�D�VPRRWK�¿W�DQG�WKH�OHDUQLQJ�HQYLURQPHQW�UHÀHFWHG�WKLV��6KHOOH\¶V�

SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�KHU�VWXGHQWV�VHHPHG�WR�DI¿UP�ZKDW�VKH�ZDV�GRLQJ�LQ�WKH�FODVVURRP�DQG�ZKDW�

the mandated curriculum supported. If she had been trained in teaching reading perhaps her 

practices would have been different.

It was evident through analysis of the data that these aforementioned factors affected 

the learning environments of the classrooms. Each factor was unique for each individual 

instructor; therefore, as they transacted with the other factors, it created a unique learning 

environment. If any one of the factors had been different, most likely the learning 

environments that I observed, would have looked different.  These results suggest that 

multiple factors transact to help create a learning environment.  In this study, three factors 

in addition to beliefs emerged as playing a major role in the environment: the institution’s 

mandated curriculum, the instructors’ training and experience, and the instructors’ 

perception of developmental reading students. While determining an instructor’s theoretical 

perspective may be helpful in understanding an individual’s instructional practices, beliefs 

alone may not be the only factor to determine the learning environment in a classroom.  

Discussion

6WXGLHV� KDYH� VKRZQ� WKDW� WHDFKHUV¶� EHOLHIV� SOD\� D� VLJQL¿FDQW� UROH� LQ� WKHLU� FODVVURRP�
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practices (Addy, et.al., 2013; Grubb 1999; Kuzborska 2011; Maxson 1996; Meidl 2013; 

Pecore 2013; Ruddell and Unrau 2004;).  Maxson (1996) found when studying teachers’ 

EHOLHIV�RQ�OLWHUDF\�LQVWUXFWLRQ�IRU�DW�ULVN�¿UVW�JUDGHUV�� WKDW�EHOLHIV� LQÀXHQFH�LQVWUXFWLRQDO�

practices more than instructional theory does and that “literacy instructional decisions are 

LQÀXHQFHG�E\�PXOWLSOH�IDFWRUV´��S�����3HFRUH��������KDG�VLPLODU�UHVXOWV��+H�VWXGLHG�³IRXU�

teachers’ alignment of classroom practice with constructivist principles after participating 

in a one-week problem-based learning (PBL) workshop” (p.7).  He found that teachers’ 

student-centered beliefs resulted in student-centered practices.  Additionally faculty who 

held more traditional beliefs before attending the workshop taught the PBL method “with 

OHVV�DOLJQPHQW�WR�FRQVWUXFWLYLVW�SULQFLSOHV��S������7KH\�DOVR�PRGL¿HG�WKH�FXUULFXOXP�WR�¿W�

their instruction (p. 25). Addy et.al (2013) in a study of higher education science faculty 

with educational specialties found that faculty “who espoused more student-centered 

beliefs also adopted more student-centered practices (p. 88). However, those who espoused 

more traditional teaching beliefs did not adopt the student-centered instructional practices 

preferred by the institution. My study found that beliefs impacted teachers’ practices which 

VXSSRUWV� WKHVH�¿QGLQJV�� ,W�DOVR� IRXQG� WKDW�RWKHU� IDFWRUV� LQ�DGGLWLRQ� WR�EHOLHIV� LQÀXHQFHG�

instructional practices. These transactions created learning environments which were 

complex and unique to each classroom. For example, in my study, Shelley’s beliefs were not 

always consistent with her practices, but her practices were always consistently behaviorist 

and followed the institution’s curriculum. Carolyn’s beliefs were consistently whole 

language but her practices were inconsistent. In analyzing both Shelley’s and Carolyn’s 

EHOLHIV�DQG�SUDFWLFHV��¿QGLQJV� LQGLFDWH� WKDW�PXOWLSOH� IDFWRUV�FRQWULEXWHG� WR� WKH�REVHUYHG�
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learning environments.  This aligns with Maxson’s and Pecore’s results which also indicate 

that factors outside of beliefs impact instructional decisions in the classroom.

Langer (2004) studied instructional practices of teachers in high achieving and 

more typical achieving middle and high school classes and focused on the “underlying 

principles, beliefs and approaches which are enacted in different ways in the context of 

each individual classroom” (p. 1059). She found that teachers acted on their beliefs whether 

it was a positive or negative consequence on student learning (p. 1042). Consistent with 

Langer, Shelley did not deviate from her belief that the mandated curriculum was the proper 

format for the reading course. Shelley was consistent in her practices and maintained this 

format regardless of the consequence on student learning. Kuzborska (2011) found that 

VXEMHFWV¶�EHOLHIV�ZHUH�³FRQJUXHQW�ZLWK�SUDFWLFHV���DQG�UHÀHFWHG�D�VNLOOV�EDVHG�DSSURDFK´���

p. 102) even though such an approach is not supported by research “as most appropriate 

in academic contexts” (p. 102).  This is consistent with Langer (2004) where teachers who 

believed in a skills’ based approach in teaching English skills taught skills development 

separately from other literacy curriculum whereas teachers in high performing schools, 

who believed in an integrated approach, taught skills with literature instruction. This is 

similar to Shelley who focused on isolated skills throughout the course following the 

curriculum and did not integrate any of the skills with other literacy instruction, but it does 

not explain Carolyn’s behavior. Carolyn followed her belief in whole language for many 

UHDGLQJ�VWUDWHJLHV��DQG�KHU�SUDFWLFHV�UHÀHFWHG�DQ�HFOHFWLF�DSSURDFK��+RZHYHU��VKH�GLG�QRW�

follow this format the entire quarter. Early in the course she taught using what Carolyn 

described as whole language strategies, but that changed later in the course when she 
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adopted a skills’ approach. She might have abandoned her whole language practices and 

changed to a total skills’ approach because it required less student participation, something 

Carolyn frequently mentioned, while also preparing students for the post-COMPASS test. 

This is not consistent with Langer’s suggestion that practices remain consistent with beliefs 

nor does other research support such a decisive change made in practices by an instructor.

%DVHG� RQ� P\� ¿QGLQJV�� LW� LV� P\� FRQWHQWLRQ� WKDW� PXOWLSOH� IDFWRUV� LQ� D� FODVVURRP�

environment transact and create complex and unique learning environments.  Pecore (2013) 

suggests that “other possibilities besides beliefs as potential sources of interference with 

constructivist teaching practices” (p. 24). In his study classroom culture and accountability 

measures imposed by the administration interfered with classroom instruction. In my 

study the factors, in addition to beliefs, included the mandated curriculum, the training and 

experience of the instructors, and also their perceptions of developmental reading students, 

all of which created Shelley’s and Carolyn’s learning environments.

)LUVW��WKH�PDQGDWHG�FXUULFXOXP�ZDV�D�VWUXFWXUH�LPSRVHG�RQ�WKH�LQVWUXFWRUV�WKDW�LQÀXHQFHG�

both of them but in different ways. Shelley was comfortable with the curriculum and 

followed it week by week. However, for Carolyn, the curriculum was not congruent with 

her whole language beliefs. Meidl (2013) studied third and fourth grade teachers’ beliefs 

and instructional delivery in a small, urban elementary school and how teachers negotiated 

their beliefs about teaching and a district mandated curriculum.  Results demonstrated 

a “pedagogical dissonance” or disparity between the teachers’ beliefs, the mandated 

curriculum, and the importance of standard based testing (p.7). Many teachers “opted out” 

(p. 8) of practices prescribed by the mandated curriculum when they did not agree with 
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them. This is consistent with what Carolyn did at the beginning of the quarter when she 

practiced her whole language beliefs. She opted out of some of the skills-based curriculum 

and taught many strategies using a whole language approach. However, she changed her 

LQVWUXFWLRQDO�SUDFWLFHV� WR� UHÀHFW� WKH�PDQGDWHG�FXUULFXOXP¶V� VNLOOV�EDVHG�DFWLYLWLHV�ZKLFK�

resulted in a more eclectic mode of instruction. Her skills instruction expanded even 

farther into test preparation by the end of the course. Shelley, however, did not experience 

pedagogical dissonance because she believed in the curriculum.

The high stakes post-COMPASS test was an administrative mandate which had recently 

been incorporated into the curriculum. The pressure of this test might have caused the 

instructors to teach reading skills in a format consistent with what on the test and what was 

in the faculty guide, even when in the case of Carolyn, it went against her constructivist 

beliefs. This is consistent with Peabody (2007)  who studied low-performing schools in 

Florida that were required to take the Florida state FCAT test.  He found that the curriculum 

was teacher directed and explicitly tied to the benchmarks measured by the FCAT (p. 10).  

The post-COMPASS test was a factor in Carolyn’s change in instructional methods. Carolyn 

felt pressured for her students to pass this test and by the end of the course, her practices 

were skills based, test preparation. However, Shelley believed in it and told students that if 

they did what she asked them of them, then they would pass the test and then the course.

Second, instructors’ perceptions of developmental reading students was another factor 

transacting with beliefs in the learning environments of the two classrooms. Shelley and 

Carolyn had different perceptions of developmental reading students. Shelley categorized 

her students according to their skills levels which was congruent with the mandated 
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curriculum and Shelley’s skill-based practices. She also saw them as adults who were 

responsible for their own learning.  She did not feel responsible for them. Carolyn 

categorized developmental students according to their motivations for being in college. 

She characterized those students directly out of high school as being the least motivated, 

and a majority of her class was recent high school graduates whose low reading skills had 

required them to take a college developmental reading course.  It was their motivation 

levels which resulted in her frustration at their lack of participation and their arriving late 

to class. Unlike Shelley, she did feel a responsibility for them. However, she did not seek 

out new ways to work with these students. Ultimately she gave in and “as a result, daily 

instruction mirrored test-prep” (Meidl, 2013, p. 7). Langer (2004) found in her study of 

middle and high school teachers that some teachers did not believe that students were 

capable of scoring well on the exam. These teachers “seemed to blame the students or 

the test, but not themselves” (p. 1065). This is consistent with Carolyn who blamed the 

students for their lack of participation. Except for looking at ways to extrinsically motivate 

students such as quizzes or to speak to them individually or in front of the class, she did 

not look for other methods to encourage more motivation and more class participation.  In 

Shelley’s case, she did not think it was her responsibility to do so.

Third, teacher training and experience were important factors in the classrooms 

and also relate to  the instructors’ perceptions of developmental reading students.  In a 

study of community college developmental instructors, Grubb (1999) found that many 

instructors had no training and used a trial and error approach to teaching developmental 

classes beginning with a more skills-based approach and moving towards a constructivist 
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approach as they gained more experience.  Grubb states, “Never did an instructor describe 

a journey in the opposite direction, from constructivist practices back to more didactic and 

teacher-centered practices” (p. 45).  Shelley closely followed the mandated curriculum, but 

unlike Grubb’s instructors, Shelley did not switch to more constructivist practices.  Since 

the institution provided a week by week faculty guide, Shelley might not have felt the need 

to complete as much trial and error teaching as did those in Grubb’s study. Roueche and 

Rouech (1993) in their study of college developmental instruction, found that developmental 

UHDGLQJ�LQVWUXFWRUV�ZHUH�³XQSUHSDUHG�IRU�WKH�VSHFL¿F�FRXUVHV�WKH\�ZHUH�WHDFKLQJ´��S��������

Shelley did not have much training in teaching reading, especially training that focused 

on a constructivist approach; and she also had little experience teaching reading that 

might have exposed her to other approaches.  It may have been this lack of training that 

allowed her to accept the skills-based curriculum.  Although Shelley did not have training 

or experience, she was given a week by week faculty guide, and she followed it carefully.  

She did not have any concerns that this might not be the best approach to take in teaching 

developmental reading.

Carolyn, on the other hand, was an experienced reading teacher in the K-12 environment 

who held whole language beliefs, but moved away from constructivist practices and 

began focusing on isolated skills. Although lack of teacher training in reading was not the 

reason for her change, another factor, the lack of motivation of her students, was a factor 

in this change (in addition to the post-COMPASS test).  She was bothered by this lack of 

motivation whereas Shelley was not. For Carolyn, training in teaching at-risk students 

might have been helpful in providing her with strategies to deal with their lack of class 
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participation, inappropriate behaviors such as arriving to class late and leaving to answer 

their cell phones, and overall lack of motivation. Developmental courses usually have a 

high number of at-risk students enrolled. Maxson (1996) found that “teachers must possess 

an understanding of the individual needs of at-risk children and address those needs” (p. 

����(YHQ�WKRXJK�0D[VRQ¶V�VWXG\�ZDV�ZLWK�¿UVW�JUDGHUV��LW� LV�DOVR�WUXH�IRU�WKRVH�VWXGHQWV�

populating developmental courses. Carolyn’s class was composed mainly of students 

directly out of high school. For Carolyn, her trial and error approach was not in teaching 

reading content but in her handling of the at-risk students in her class. She tried a few 

different approaches in dealing with their issues such as meeting with them individually 

and addressing the whole class when students walked in late. She also contemplated 

instructional repercussions for their late arrivals such as giving quizzes. If Carolyn had 

been trained in working with at-risk students, she might have been able to use alternate 

strategies which would have been more successful.  These strategies might have allowed 

her to continue teaching using whole language approaches instead of opting out of them 

and focusing on teacher-directed skills which required much less student participation and 

also allowed for preparation for the high stakes post-COMPASS test.

6KHOOH\�DOVR�FRXOG�KDYH�EHQH¿WHG�IURP�WUDLQLQJ�LQ�WHDFKLQJ�DW�ULVN�VWXGHQWV��6KH�KDG�

a class of working adults with some younger students. None of these students had prior 

college experience. They constantly left early, arrived late, and walked out of class to answer 

phones. She did not address this because she felt they were adults and were responsible for 

themselves. However, if she had been given training in at-risk student behaviors, she would 

have learned that their behaviors are characteristic of at-risk students who have a lack of 
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experience in appropriate college behavior and usually do not have any models of success 

LQ�WKHLU� OLYHV�� �$V�ZLWK�&DURO\Q��6KHOOH\�FRXOG�KDYH�EHQH¿WWHG�IURP�WUDLQLQJ�LQ�ZRUNLQJ�

with at-risk students.

In Chapter Two, I included Figure 2.5 which demonstrated my model of meaning 

construction as I envisioned it.  This was based on Ruddell and Unrau’s model of Reading 

as a Meaning-Construction process (see Figure 2.4).  However, after conducting my study, 

observing instructors and analyzing data, it became clear that beliefs and practices had 

WR�EH�FRQVLGHUHG�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�RWKHU�IDFWRUV�ZKLFK�KDG�HPHUJHG�� �7KH�UHYLVHG�¿JXUH�

(Figure 5.1) more closely represents the results of my study.

Figure 5.1:Classroom Learning Environment

Figure 5.1 demonstrates the learning environments in Shelley’s and Carolyn’s 

classrooms. The arrowed lines between the instructors’ beliefs, curriculum, experience and 
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training and perceptions of developmental students are transacting in a continual motion.  

All four of these factors are based on the themes that emerged from the data and are the 

same for both instructors. However within these themes are characteristics which are 

unique to the individual instructor. The beliefs which were a focus of the study are different 

for each instructor as are the experiences and perceptions of developmental students. The 

institution’s curriculum was the same for both instructors but the way they viewed this 

curriculum and interacted with it was very different. Ultimately the transactions of all four 

factors created a learning environment that was unique for each instructor. In this model 

which represents a learning environment, if any one of the factors changes or is different, 

then the resulting learning environment changes.  For example, if Shelley had been given 

training in teaching reading how might her classroom instruction have changed? If Carolyn 

had been given a class of older adults students, would she have seen more motivation in her 

students? How might her classroom instruction have been different?  There is an assumption 

that beliefs lead to practices which then leads to a learning environment. However this is 

not the case. Learning environments are created by multiple factors in addition to beliefs. 

This dynamic is complex, and the model above tries to capture how this is true for Shelley’s 

and Carolyn’s learning environment.

Implications for Instruction

7KH�¿QGLQJV�RI�WKLV�UHVHDUFK�VWXG\�RIIHU�LQVLJKWV�LQWR�GHYHORSPHQWDO�UHDGLQJ�LQVWUXFWLRQ�

at an open- admission college. Developmental education is a critical component of these 

institutions; and for many students, it is their only hope of gaining a college degree. 

Results highlight the need for instructor training in teaching reading and working with at-
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risk students. Kuzborska (2011) highlighted the “importance of professional development 

directed toward helping the teachers learn about the process of reading, the learning of 

reading, and the teaching of reading...” (p. 122). Also Pecore (2013) cites the National 

Science Teacher Association’s position that a high quality science teacher “workforce 

requires meaningful, ongoing professional development (p. 25). For the instructors in 

this study, training would have improved the learning environments in their classrooms. 

7KLV�LQVWLWXWLRQ�PLJKW�FRQVLGHU�WUDLQLQJ�IRU�DOO�UHDGLQJ�LQVWUXFWRUV�EXW�VSHFL¿FDOO\�IRU�WKRVH�

whose experience in reading and with at-risk students is limited. Shelley did not have any 

training in teaching reading or at-risk students and although she mentioned in discussions 

with me that she was a facilitator, observational data demonstrated that her classroom was 

teacher directed. Shelley did not know how to be a facilitator in the classroom. She could 

KDYH�EHQH¿WWHG� IURP�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�KRZ� WR�EH� OHVV� WHDFKHU�GLUHFWHG��2WKHU� LQVWUXFWLRQDO�

characteristics she believed she used in the classroom such as facilitating critical thinking 

among her students was not evidenced in the classroom. Training would have allowed 

her to use critical thinking in her reading class. If Carolyn had been given straining in 

teaching at-risk students, she would most likely have strategies for handling some of 

their behaviors. Institutional faculty training could be an eclectic mix and might include: 

teaching developmental reading; working with adults; working with at-risk traditional and 

nontraditional students; training with the institution’s mandated curriculum; and strategies 

to engage students.

Given the impact that the mandated curriculum including the high stakes post-COMPASS 

test had on these two instructors’ classrooms, it is important that this institution revisit the 



165

behaviorist design of the curriculum.  Research-based best practices in teaching reading 

and also practices advocated in adult learning theory (Knowles, Halton, Swanson, 2005, p. 

70-75) do not utilize a skills-oriented approach used by this institution. If the curriculum 

and instructor training focused on a more constructivist approach and also incorporated 

experiential experiences of its adult learners, the classroom learning environment might be 

more engaging.

7KH� WH[WERRN� VKRXOG�EH� UHYLHZHG�JLYHQ� WKH� LQVWUXFWRUV¶�EHOLHI� WKDW� LW� LV� WRR�GLI¿FXOW�

for the skills levels of the students they are seeing in their classrooms. Also, if moving 

away from a behaviorist design, the institution could also look at using a mix of reading 

materials which are more authentic to the reading experience. These materials could be 

various reading levels but also address the diversity in the classroom (ethnicity, gender, 

culture, etc.). If the students in the classroom in this study had read passages for which they 

had more background knowledge and to which they could relate, they might have been 

more engaged. 

The high stakes nature of the post-COMPASS test should be reconsidered. When 

instructors must fail students who do not achieve a 60 or higher on an exit exam even 

when they achieve passing grades in the class or pass students who have passed the test but 

turned in little or no work in the class, then the class itself becomes negligible. Instructors 

feel pressured to teach to the test.  Powers, Zippay & Butler (2006) state that the instructors 

themselves should “serve as the most important assessment instrument of their students’ 

literacy development” (p. 138). This was not the case for the instructors in this study as 

student achievement was measured solely by the exit test. The work done in the reading 
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course should be an important factor in determining whether students have achieved a 

reading level that is likely to promote success in college.

Limitations and Future Research

The number of instructors in this study was small as it focused on only two instructors 

from one institution. Thus additional developmental reading instructors in a variety of 

settings should be studied and compared with these instructors. It would be meaningful to 

have an increased number of institutions involved in studies so we can begin to understand 

the connection of beliefs and practices in a variety of settings.

Studying faculty who teach using a mandated curriculum and assessment and those in 

institutions that allow instructors to follow their own guidelines would provide information 

about the impact of the curriculum on practices. Comparing these two types of instructional 

IRUPDWV��LQFOXGLQJ�LQVWUXFWRUV¶�EHOLHIV�DQG�SUDFWLFHV��ZRXOG�EH�EHQH¿FLDO��

Instructors’ experience and training was also a factor in this study. Further studies 

investigating instructor training at open-admission institutions would help to ascertain best 

practices which can be used as guidelines for such institutions. Comparing these two types 

RI�LQVWUXFWLRQDO�IRUPDWV��LQFOXGLQJ�LQVWUXFWRUV¶�EHOLHIV�DQG�SUDFWLFHV��ZRXOG�EH�EHQH¿FLDO��,W�

would also be meaningful to include comparisons of student performance in these courses.

Much of the research on curriculum and assessment; beliefs and practices; and high-

stakes testing is based on studies completed at K-12 institutions or teacher preparation 

program at universities. Open-admission colleges may be the only avenue for many at-risk 

students to get a college degree, so it is important that researchers focus on meaningful data 

to inform the practices at these institutions. 
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In this study no data were collected on the students, and they are an important factor 

in the classroom.  As shown in this study, teachers perceptions of the students affected 

their practices, but the students themselves do as well. Thus future research should include 

consideration of the students perceptions of reading, the teacher, the curriculum, and also 

themselves as students.

This study did not consider the success of students in the two classrooms; therefore, 

it is not known which of these teachers was actually more effective. Although research 

advocates for a student-centered classroom for adult learning (Grubb, 1999; Knowles, 

Halton, Swanson, 2005; Kuzborska, 2013; Pugh, et. al, 2000;). It would also be meaningful 

in future research to include comparisons of student performance in these courses so that 

connections can be made between practices and achievement.  However, it would also be 

important to include in this students’ perceptions of the course, reading, and themselves as 

students as these things also affect performance.
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APPENDIX A

7KH�'H)RUG�7KHRUHWLFDO�2ULHQWDWLRQ�WR�5HDGLQJ�3UR¿OH
Directions: Read the following statements, and circle one of the number responses 
that will indicate the relationship of the statement to your feelings about reading and 
UHDGLQJ�LQVWUXFWLRQ��6$�����������6'��VHOHFW�RQH�EHVW�DQVZHU�WKDW�UHÀHFWV�WKH�VWUHQJWK�RI�
agreement or disagreement--SA is strong agreement, and SD is strong disagreement) 
 SA 
SD
1. A child needs to be able to verbalize the rules of phonics in order to assure  
SUR¿FLHQF\�LQ�SURFHVVLQJ�QHZ�ZRUGV�� �����
3 4 5 
2. An increase in reading errors is usually related to a decrease in  
comprehension.  1 2 
3 4 5 
3. Dividing words into syllables according to rules is a helpful instructional  
practice for reading new words.  1 2 
3 4 5 
4. Fluency and expression are necessary components of reading that indicate  
good comprehension.  1 2 
3 4 5 
5. Materials for early reading should be written in natural language without  
concern for short, simple words and sentences.  1 2 
3 4 5 
6. When children do not know a word, they should be instructed to sound  
out its parts.  1 2 
3 4 5 
7. It is a good practice to allow children to edit what is written into their own  
dialect when learning to read.  1 2 
3 4 5 
8. The use of a glossary or dictionary is necessary in determining the meaning  
and pronunciation of new words.  1 2 
3 4 5 
���5HYHUVDOV��H��J���VD\LQJ�³VDZ´�IRU�³ZDV´��DUH�VLJQL¿FDQW�SUREOHPV�LQ�WKH� 
teaching of reading.  1 2 
3 4 5 
10. It is good practice to correct a child as soon as an oral reading mistake  
is made.  1 2 
3 4 5 
11. It is important for a word to be repeated a number of times after it has been  
introduced to insure that it will become a part of sight vocabulary.  1 2 
3 4 5 
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12. Paying close attention to punctuation marks is necessary to understanding  
story content.  1 2 
3 4 5 
13. It is a sign of an ineffective reader when words and phrases are repeated.  1 2 
3 4 5 
14. Being able to label words according to grammatical function (nouns, etc.)  
LV�XVHIXO�LQ�SUR¿FLHQW�UHDGLQJ�� �����
3 4 5 
15. When coming to a word that’s unknown, the reader should be encouraged  
to guess based upon meaning and go on.  1 2 
3 4 5 
16. Young readers need to be introduced to the root form of words (run, long)  
EHIRUH�WKH\�DUH�DVNHG�WR�UHDG�LQÀHFWHG�IRUPV��UXQQLQJ��ORQJHVW��� �����
3 4 5 
17. It is not necessary for a child to know the letters of the alphabet in order  
to learn to read.  1 2 
3 4 5 
 SA 
SD
18. Flashcard drill with sight words is an unnecessary form of practice in  
reading instruction.  1 2 
3 4 5 
19. Ability to use accent patterns in multi-syllable words (pho to graph,  
pho tog ra phy, and pho to graph ic) should be developed as a part of  
reading instruction.  1 2 
3 4 5 
20. Controlling text through consistent spelling patterns (The fat cat ran back.  
The fat cat sat on a hat.) is a means by which children can best learn to read.  1 2 
3 4 5 
21. Formal instruction in reading is necessary to insure the adequate development  
of all skills used in reading.  1 2 
3 4 5 
22. Phonic analysis is the most important form of analysis used when meeting  
new words.  1 2 
3 4 5 
23. Children’s initial encounters with print should focus on meaning, not upon  
exact graphic representation.  1 2 
3 4 5 
����:RUG�VKDSHV��ZRUG�FRQ¿JXUDWLRQ��E�L�J��VKRXOG�EH�WDXJKW�LQ�UHDGLQJ�WR�DLG�LQ� 
word recognition.  1 2 
3 4 5 
25. It is important to teach skills in relation to other skills.  1 2 
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3 4 5 
26. If a child says “house” for the written word “home,” the response should  
be left uncorrected.  1 2 
3 4 5 
27. It is not necessary to introduce new words before they appear in the  
reading text.  1 2 
3 4 5 
����6RPH�SUREOHPV�LQ�UHDGLQJ�DUH�FDXVHG�E\�UHDGHUV�GURSSLQJ�WKH�LQÀHFWLRQDO� 
endings from words (e.g., jumps, jumped).  1 2 
3 4 5 

Scoring Directions

1. Identify items 5, 7, 15, 17, 18, 23, 26 and 27.

2. Score all other items 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 16, 19, 20, 21, 22, 24, 25 and 
28 by giving the number of points corresponding to the number circled in each item, i.e., 
if a 4 is circled, give 4 points, etc. Do not score items 5, 7, 15, 17, 18, 23, 26 and 27 when 
doing this.

3. Now score items 5, 7, 15, 17, 18, 23, 26 and 27 by reversing the process. If a 1 is 
circled, give 5 points. If a 2 is circled, give 4 points, a 3 = 3 points, a 4 = 2 points, and a 5 
= 1 point.

4. Add the total of the two scores for one total score and compare with the following 
scale.

0 - 65 points indicates a decoding perspective.  
66 - 110 points indicates a skills perspective.  
111 - 140 points indicates a whole language perspective. 

Note: A score in the 85 - 120 range would probably indicate the ability to learn to 
use a balanced approach to reading instruction.

This test was copyrighted by the International Reading Association in 1985.
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APPENDIX B

Teacher Belief Questionnaire

Background: 
How many years have you been teaching? 
What grade levels have you taught? 
$UH�\RX�D�FHUWL¿HG�WHDFKHU" 
If so, where did you do your pre-service education? 
Did you have any training in teaching reading in your pre-service education? 
How did the cooperating teacher teach reading? 
Any innovative instruction in his/her class?

Reading and Learning to Read: 
When a student enters into college, what should that student be able to do in terms of 
reading? 
What can a really good reader do? 
When the student leaves college with an associate degree what should the student be able 
to do in terms of reading? 
What accounts for the differences between a good and poor reader? 
Is it possible for a teacher or other person to help a poor reader become a good reader? 
+RZ�GR�\RX�GH¿QH�UHDGLQJ�FRPSUHKHQVLRQ" 
What is included in that?

Reading Instruction: 
Could you describe the way you teach reading comprehension? 
 Ideas? Memorizing facts? Questioning students – why? 
What is a good response? 
What is a poor response? 
What is a creative response? 
Where did you learn to teach reading that way? 
Have you ever had in-service/graduate courses on how to teach it? 
Have you ever tried something different? 
Why? 
What happened? 
Have you ever wanted to do something different? 
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Grouping: on what basis? Why? 
 Have you ever tried to teach the whole group? 
Under what conditions would you do so? 
Do you do different things in the different groups? Why? 
What indicates to you that a lesson is going poorly? 
How is teaching reading different from teaching math? 
From teaching science or social studies? 
From teaching writing? 
 Do you ever feel like you are getting behind in reading?

The Students: 
Describe the students in your Eng 098B classes.  
Do they have a pretty good chance of making it through school? 
'HVFULEH�D�VWXGHQW�ZKR�LV�KDYLQJ�JUHDW�GLI¿FXOW\�LQ�UHDGLQJ� 
'HVFULEH�D�VWXGHQW�ZKR�LV�MXVW�VOLJKWO\�EHKLQG�±�QRW�WHUUL¿F��EXW�QRW�D�UHDO�SUREOHP� 
Describe a student who is really doing well.

The School: 
Do you feel that there is a characteristic way of teaching reading comprehension in this 
school? 
So you know what the other teachers are doing? I mean sort of? 
How do you know? 
Do you ever observe in other classrooms? 
Do you exchange materials, ideas, methods?  
Communication with other teachers? Specialists?

Personal Reading: 
What types of things do you read now? (When you have a chance)

(Adapted from Richardson, Anders, Tidwell and Lloyd, p.580, 1991)



173

APPENDIX C

Recruitment Script

Researcher: My name is Lynne Morgan-Bernard.  I am conducting a study on 
GHYHORSPHQWDO�UHDGLQJ�LQVWUXFWLRQ��VSHFL¿FDOO\�ORRNLQJ�DW�KRZ�RU�LI�LQVWUXFWRUV¶�EHOLHIV�
guide their practices. I am talking to you today because you are scheduled to teach a 
reading class during the fall or winter quarter. I would like to choose two instructors to be 
part of this study who have taught ENG 098B for three quarters. If you participate here is 
what the study entails:

• You will sign an informed consent form which will detail your  
 responsibilities if you agree to be a participant.

• You will complete two surveys regarding your beliefs on reading and  
 teaching developmental reading.

�� ,�ZLOO�REVHUYH�LQ�\RXU�FODVVURRP�¿YH�WLPHV�GXULQJ�WKH�TXDUWHU�DQG�WDNH�QRWHV� 
 on the things that you do and say. Each observation will be planned by you  
 and me. I will not enter your classroom to observe without your knowledge.

• I will digitally audio record you and, hopefully, you will wear a recording  
 microphone on your lapel so that I capture your voice and lessen the chance  
 of recording the students’ voices. I will transcribe these recordings and let  
 you review them for accuracy.

• After each observation I will ask you to respond to some questions through  
 email or in person so that I can get follow-up information and ensure  
 accuracy.

• No students are part of this study. I will tell students that I am in your  
 classroom to observe teaching strategies.

I am conducting this study in my capacity as a doctoral student at Wayne State University 
and not as an employee of this institution.  Your participation is voluntary, and it will 
QRW�DIIHFW�\RXU�HPSOR\PHQW�LQ�HLWKHU�D�SRVLWLYH�RU�D�QHJDWLYH�ZD\���&RQ¿GHQWLDOLW\�ZLOO�
be maintained throughout this study, and pseudonyms will be used in place of your 
names. No one including the Dean of Developmental Education or the Vice-President for 
Academics will know who is participating in this study. You will be able to read through 
my descriptions of your teaching before I complete the study. Do you have any questions 
about the study and your role in it if you decide to participate?  

Answers to questions will follow.
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Given the changing demands of the 21st century workplace, it is important that all 

high school graduates have access to a college education, but many students do not have 

college-level reading skills.  Thus, developmental education is an important component of 

open-admission institutions.  It is important that instructors of developmental courses be 

effective in order to promote student success.  However, we have little information about 

the factors that affect instructional practices in developmental classrooms.  Therefore, 

this study examined the beliefs and instructional practices and the resulting learning 

environment of two developmental reading instructors in an open-admission college. 
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The study investigated three questions: 

1) What are instructors’ beliefs about teaching developmental reading and developmental 

reading students, and how do their instructional practices reflect these beliefs?  2)  How 

do instructors’ beliefs and practices about developmental reading and developmental 

reading students reflect behaviorist, cognitivist and/or constructivist theories? and 3)  

How do instructors’ beliefs and instructional practices affect the learning environment of 

the developmental reading classroom? 

The procedures included analyzing classroom observational data, interviews of 

subjects, their journals, and two beliefs’ surveys. To address these questions, teachers 

completed a survey of their beliefs, they kept instructional journals that were read, they 

ZHUH�REVHUYHG�DFURVV�¿YH�FRPSOHWH�FODVVHV��DQG�WKH\�ZHUH�LQWHUYLHZHG�DW�YDULRXV�WLPHV��

Data were analyzed using the constant comparative method.

The results demonstrated that instructors’ beliefs about teaching did not always match 

their practices, thus suggesting that beliefs alone do not explain instructional practices.  

In addition to beliefs, three additional factors emerged as playing a major role in creating 

the learning environment: the institution’s mandated curriculum, the instructors’ training 

and experience, and the instructors’ perception of developmental reading students.  These 

data indicate that multiple factors transact to create unique learning environments in each 

classroom.
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