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ABSTRACT

My purpose for this qualitative study was to investigate teachers' participation in a
collaborative staff development program designed to facilitate reflections about literacy-
related beliefs and practices. It involved three teachers and a researcher in a four-month
Reflective Staff Development Program (RSDP). The RSDP inquiry illustrates the shifts
that occur in teachers’ reflective language and practice.

Three case studies were developed, requiring sorting through the teacher-
participants’ literacy-related beliefs and practices in three research phases:

I. Asking the question: What are the teacher-participants' beliefs and practices in
relation to their literacy instruction before, during, and after the RSDP?

2. Conducting the fieldwork using a constant comparative analysis within the RSDP.

3. Analyzing and interpreting the data to find answers to the question.

During the RSDP, the teacher-participants revealed literacy-related beliefs and
practices within four activities: autobiographies, interviews, group reflective sessions,
and literacy lessons. These activities are the data sources, which were analyzed and
resulted in the creation of'a matrix for each teacher.

The matrices showed that, throughout the RSDP, the teachers expressed language
or behaviors with new perspectives, termed as "moments of realization." The horizontal
matrix dimension is a picture of two extreme perspectives in the teacher-participants'
beliefs and practices, the skills, and constructivist models. The perpendicular dimension
depicts the teachers’ discourse as questioning or not questioning. The plots illustrate

their shifts in beliefs and practices.
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Further analysis of the teachers’ interactive discourse demonstrated that their

group discussions exhibited common characteristics, which contributed to their shifts:

1. The teacher-participants demonstrated moments of realization that included four
types of verbal interactions: discussion of a literacy-related belief and/or practice,
discomfort about the belief and/or practice, the moment of realization, and
discussions justifying the changed perspective.

2. The teacher-participants' RSDP process demonstrated three periods:

“introductory,” “breakthrough,” and “empowerment.”

3. The teacher-participants’ shifts moved in a non-linear direction after observing
the videotaped literacy lessons.

The findings suggest that this inquiry contributed to the teacher-participants’
consideration of alternative perspectives and implementation of revised reading
instructional practices. These results support the idea that school leaders should
implement in-services, such as the RSDP, to improve communication to enhance

instructional practice.



CHAPTER 1

TEACHERS TALKING AND LISTENING TO ONE ANOTHER

The sound of your voice:
Not the sound your friends know
or the sound of a tape played back
but your voice
caught in the dark cathedral
of your skull, your voice heard
by an internal ear informed by internal abstracts
and what you know by feeling,
having felt. It is your voice.

—Thomas Lux (1997)

Imagine feeling mentally exhausted after a full day of teaching a group of
energetic children who naturally quest to learn everything about their world. Then,
picture ending the day at an in-service presentation that prescribes a reading instruction
program coined as *“the new, enlightened manner of teaching children how to read.”
After listening to the general overview of the program, you sense an air of
disappointment in the room. The supposed “new” reading methods and strategies are
very familiar; only the packaging labels of the publisher, coupled with a new group of

presenters, seems unique.



14

Listening to the presentation, you have a growing desire to ask questions, such as:
What is the research base for this program? Have these people taught kindergarten
students like mine? What are the other teachers thinking? What changes are needed to
implement these practices in my classroom? But, instead, you stay silent. Perhaps you
have learned from past experience not to call attention to your concerns about the
implementation of various reading strategies—after all, being a team player is critically
important. Finally, you are comforted with a personal reminder: control is in the hands of
the teacher behind closed classroom doors.

This scenario is a composite of perspectives from elementary teachers who were
asked to describe in-service presentations they perceived as unhelpful and non-
supportive. Such common in-service experiences send a clear message of the serious
need to change the way we instruct teachers, a message staff developers, administrators
and policy makers would do well to heed. Teachers are interested in doing more than a
continuous review of literacy instructional strategies. They want time to reflect, with
peers, on why these practices are important. They need the opportunity to recognize how
beliefs about literacy practices are related to strategies used in the classroom.

This dissertation is a study of three primary teachers as they participated in a
Reflective Staff Development Program (RSDP), which was designed to incorporate
research method with a collaborative teacher inquiry model. The overarching research
question is:

What are the teacher-participants’ beliefs and practices regarding literacy

instruction?
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To answer this question [ observed, recorded, analyzed and described the perceptions of
three bilingual primary grade teachers regarding their beliefs and practices related to
literacy. The RSDP fieldwork setting was designed to encourage teacher-participants to
observe and reflect on their professional efforts with peers. The remainder of this chapter
reviews the background of the study, justification for the study, statement of the problem,

procedure for collecting and analyzing data sources, and significance of the study.

Background of the Study

The RSDP is primarily built from the research of Richardson and Anders (1994).
They developed the Reading Instruction Study (RIS), which was a collaborative program
that studied teachers’ beliefs and practices related to reading instruction. In contrast to
other types of staff development programs, such as externally driven and teacher driven,
the collaborative program apparently increases teachers’ reflective disposition and
awareness of beliefs (Richardson & Anders, 1994). The RIS was found to be highly
effective because it included “dialogue in a trusting atmosphere among individual
teachers and staff developers, as well as among groups of teachers” (1994, p. 211).

The present inquiry on teachers’ beliefs and practices is based upon two important
assumptions. The first assumption is that beliefs about how children become literate
influence the quality of literacy learning environments. The effort teachers expend on
instruction depends both on the perceived value of the curricular content and on the

teachers’ experiences with the students (Nespor, 1987). Teachers who can identify their
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beliefs will evaluate and recognize the affective factors that influence their instructional
decisions (Green, 1971; Schén, 1983). Pajares (1992) asserts:
Dewey (1933) described belief as the third meaning of thought, “something
beyond itself by which its value is tested; it makes an assertion about some matter
of fact or law” (p. 6). He added that the importance of belief is crucial, for “it
covers all the matters of which we have no sure knowledge and yet which we are
confident to act upon and also the matters that we now accept as certainly true as
knowledge, but nevertheless may be questioned in the future” (p. 6).
Conceptualizing it thus, might not Descartes have concluded that we are, not so
much because we think, but because we believe (or perhaps reflect)? (p. 313)
According to Anders and Guzzetti (1996), “as beliefs and practices are considered and
sometimes questioned, teachers are better able to more deeply and objectively think about
what is being done” (p. 161).
The second assumption is that teachers enhance their understanding of practice
within collaborative group discussions on professional beliefs (Klassen & Short, 1992).
Teachers’ awareness of their beliefs is essential, as these beliefs influence curricular
knowledge, implementation of practices and decisions involving practices with children.
Tobin and Jakubowski (1992) suggest that educators establish a community of reflective
practitioners when they openly deliberate on what knowledge is of most worth. Fullen
(1991) concurs, stating,
There is a strong body of evidence that indicates that other teachers are often the
preferred source of ideas. On the other hand, the evidence is equally strong that

opportunity to interact with other teachers is limited, and when one or more
teachers do initiate good ideas, it requires the support of others if the ideas are to

go anywhere. (p. 55)
These two assumptions influenced the design of this inquiry. The study took place within
a fieldwork setting that was developed from a collaborative staff development model, the

RIS, with the intention of forming a community of reflective teachers. The Reflective
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Staff Development Program encouraged the teacher-participants to collaboratively

reconsider instructional beliefs that impact children’s literacy development.

Justification

If many theorists agree that “understanding belief structures of teachers and
teacher candidates is essential to improving their professional preparation and teaching
practices” (Pajares, 1992, p. 307), why are there few staff development programs that ask
teachers to reflect on their beliefs and practices? Currently, most staff development
programs are designed to provide teachers with knowledge of how to implement
innovative literacy instruction (Fenstermacher, 1979). This knowledge input philosophy,
or ‘top down’ approach, is supported by some researchers and staff developers (Pajares,
1992).

Yet, teaching cannot be reduced to the technical process of learning subject matter
(Ross, Cornett, & McCutcheon, 1992). Many studies now support the theory that there is
a strong connection between teachers’ beliefs and practices. For example, Ernest (as
cited by Pajares, 1992) observed that, although two teachers carried a similar knowledge
on the subject of mathematics, they demonstrated differences in choosing how to teach.
Ernest concluded that the teachers’ different choices in practice occurred due to the
powerful influence of their professional beliefs. There is growing agreement among
theorists (Fenstermacher, 1978; Richardson & Anders, 1994; Ross, Cornett, &
McCutcheon, 1992) that teachers should be given the opportunity to reflect on

professional beliefs in addition to learning practical and theoretical knowledge.
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Statement of the Problem

To address the central question of this inquiry—What are the RSDP kindergarten
and first-grade teacher-participants’ beliefs and practices regarding literacy
instruction?—the research is framed by the following sub-questions:

1. What are teacher-participants’ reported beliefs about their students’ literacy
before, during and after attending the RSDP?
2. What are teacher-participants’ literacy-related practices before, during and after

their participation in the RSDP?

Procedure for Collecting and Analyzing Data

[ used a qualitative case study method for this inquiry. A case study is a focused
set of investigations in a bound system (Wolcott, 1995). The bound system in this
inquiry was the participants' reflections about their beliefs and literacy-related practices.
Bogdan and Biklen (1992) state that a qualitative study provides an understanding of
events and interactions of ordinary people in particular situations, such as the RSDP
fieldwork setting.

The three teacher-participants taught kindergarten in the same bilingual school.
Throughout the RSDP, they engaged in professional development activities—interviews,
observations and group conversations—while I systematically collected field data from
these activities. The field data were analyzed utilizing various case study and participant

observation techniques that are described and reported in chapter 3.
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Significance of the Study

Teachers often report spending numerous hours in staff development meetings
they judge as irrelevant to their teaching experiences. The experience may be perceived
as negative because their beliefs about theory and practice are not recognized. Fullan
(1991) states that teachers are not provided the means to reflect on their work due to
inadequate time, energy and access to quality information. It seems that typical staff
development programs are designed to meet administrative agendas rather than teachers’
needs.

Roth (1989) suggests, “inquiry-oriented education is essential to the preparation
of reflective practitioners” (p. 33). Learning the subject matter and using methods
without reflecting about them is “substance without form, and reflection without
knowledge is form without substance” (p. 33). Instead of using teachers’ beliefs,
knowledge and practical experience to direct professional development programs,
teacher-educators often provide instructional activities that are at times not optimal for
classroom practice. Schools need to provide programs where teachers can work together
as reflective practitioners for the purpose of implementing literacy practices that facilitate

students’ academic development.

Conclusions
In conclusion, this dissertation presents a setting, the RSDP, which encourages
teachers to become reflective practitioners. Within this setting, qualitative research

methods are used to describe the literacy-related beliefs and practices of three bilingual
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primary teachers. The RSDP and the methods are grounded on a research framework that

facilitates teacher-centered inquiry based on the assumption that belief systems are at the
center of our behavior.

Chapter 2 presents a literature review of theories concerning belief systems,
teachers’ reflections on their own beliefs, and emergent literacy-related practices. Many
researchers agree that reflecting about practices helps teachers to become aware of
implicit assumptions they carry about students’ literacy development and leads to an
examination of beliefs that are connected to classroom instruction (Ashton & Webb,
1986; Bunting, 1986; Nespor, 1987). Teachers who can identify and describe their
beliefs and practices are better able to make sound instructional choices.

Chapter 3 reviews the qualitative method used to establish collaborative teacher
support systems. These systems encourage the teachers to discuss their ideas surrounding
their literacy beliefs and practices. A vital part of this qualitative approach was
implementation of the RSDP setting, in which I monitored, recorded, and analyzed the
teachers’ literacy-related beliefs and practices.

Chapter 4 presents matrices that track each teacher-participant’s discussions
regarding literacy-related beliefs and practices throughout the RSDP. The plots on the
matrices illustrate these discussions as each teacher engaged in the various reflective staff
development activities, including questioning, including questioning strategies with
peers. The matrices indicate that the teachers experienced non-linear changes over the

course of the RSDP.
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Chapter 5 presents further findings surrounding the teachers’ shifts in beliefs and

practices related to literacy. Two perspectives, reviewed in the chapter, illustrate the
process of how the teacher-participants made these shifts. One perspective considers the
teachers’ group verbal interaction before, during, and after each moment of realization, a
pivotal moment in time in which the teachers exhibited changed discourse. The second
perspective examines four group dynamics that contributed to the teacher-participants’
shifts in their beliefs and practices: their discourse while observing the videotaped
lessons, the staff development process, their discourse roles and the non-linear nature of
their process of change.

Chapter 6 is a conclusion to this dissertation. It first summarizes the qualitative
case study approach of this inquiry. It describes the process of collecting and analyzing
data, developing findings and presenting the conclusions on the findings about the
teachers’ literacy-related beliefs and practices. Chapter 6 reviews the purpose for
implementing the RSDP, the rationale for the RSDP, and the RSDP activities. Finally,
the methodological and practical implications for conducting further research using the

RSDP, which include conclusions and recommendations for future teacher education and

beliefs.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW OF TEACHER BELIEFS, STAFF DEVELOPMENT

PROGRAMS AND PRACTICES RELATED TO EMERGENT LITERACY

It does not make sense for teachers to use instructional
practices that they do not believe in. It’s more a matter
of trying out different ideas and instructional practices.
When [ go through a staff development program, [ use
what works. [ try to integrate the new practices with
mine. But if the practices do not work, I let the

practices go.

RSDP Data-[, V I, p. 3

This literature review presents theories concerning belief systems, teachers’
reflections on their own beliefs, and emergent literacy-related practices. Early theoretical
work, and recent research on the connection between beliefs, behavior, knowledge and
emotions, provides compelling evidence of the need to implement staff development
programs that facilitate critical thought among teachers. By writing or relating their
experiences to others, teachers reaffirm and modify their beliefs, creating new stories
about their professional experiences. These stories describe the challenges of
implementing quality emergent literacy instruction, and disclose beliefs about their

professional knowledge and practice (Connelly & Clandinin, 1995). Bandura (1986)
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execute a particular task, which make them the strongest predictors of motivation and
behavior. If this is so, self-efficacy beliefs are strongly linked to teachers’ choices in
practices. Staff development programs, such as the RSDP in this study, are designed to
encourage teachers’ reflections of how those beliefs are linked to their current

professional practices and to their exploration of new practices.

Teacher Beliefs

According to Rokeach (1968), belief systems are created through a symbiotic
relationship between actions, knowledge and feelings. The connection between beliefs
and behavior can be seen as having three major components: (a) the behavioral
component, the belief that is translated into and developed by social activity; (b) the
cognitive component, the belief that is influenced by knowledge; and (c) the affective
component, the belief that is aroused from emotions (1968). These theories about beliefs
and their influence on behavior are drawn from the fields of sociocultural psychology,

philosophy and education.

Beliefs Developed from Social Activity
Beliefs about what we do impact our perceptions of what we think we are doing,
coloring “not only what individuals recall but how they recall it, if necessary distorting
the event recalled in order to sustain the belief” (Pajares, 1992, p. 317). Thus, our beliefs
are influenced by the manner in which we perceive why and how we act (Mele, 1997).

The sociocultural theory of cognitive development (Vygotsky, 1978) suggests that beliefs
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grow from dialectical thoughts about our daily activities. Vygotsky (1978) explains that

every developmental process takes place as a result of contradictions, the negation of the
“thesis” by its “antithesis.” This leads to the emergence of novel forms of behavior (Van
der Veer & Valsiner, 1991).

Further, comprehension of ideas or events occurs when one participates in social
activities (Wertsch, 1985). Pierce (as cited by Misak, 1991) suggests that we not only
need to think alone but also to think collaboratively with peers, and he emphasizes the
importance of social interaction, asserting that “‘absolute’ truth would be the settled truth
of the community of inquirers” (p. 54). The social experience becomes a mental thought,
which is created from reflections about the language, objects, social and historical context
of the setting. Richardson (1994) broadens the social theory of beliefs and behavior,
stating, “beliefs are an individual’s understanding of the world and the way it works or

should work, may be consciously or unconsciously held, and guide one’s actions™ (1994,

p- 91).

Beliefs Developed from Knowledge
Research on beliefs distinguishes between those beliefs built from teachers’
professional knowledge and those built from their practical knowledge. Schén (1983)
elaborates on these two types of knowledge that influence beliefs: (a) systematic
professional knowledge is scientific, standardized, specialized and firmly bound; and (b)
practical knowledge is commonsense based and resembles action without thought.

Practical knowledge is utilized to create actions based on prior experience.
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Philosopher C. S. Pierce (as cited by Misak, 1991) recognizes the value of beliefs

built from practical knowledge. His ideas impact instructional trends that ask teachers

and students to reflect on their learning process. Pierce’s pragmatic theory states that

belief systems are a product of dialectical thinking:
Pragmatic theory characterizes inquiry as the struggle to rid our selves of doubt
and achieve a state of belief. An inquirer has a body of settled beliefs, a set of
beliefs that are, in fact, not to doubt. Beliefs in this body, however, are
susceptible to doubt, if prompted by some positive reason, such as a surprising
experience. (p. 47)

Within the dialectal process, we engage in inquiry to reconstruct our beliefs after we cast

doubt on those existing beliefs. New beliefs emerge when we reflect and react to the

practical knowledge gained from surprising experiences.

Beliefs and Emotion

Beliefs are influenced by emotions that occur from cognitive reactions to social
experiences (Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991). Classical philosopher Descartes (as cited
by Misak, 1991) defines emotion and feeling as natural responses to the body’s
physiological changes. Developmental theorists (Piaget, 1981; Zajonc, 1980) suggest
that emotions are an integral part of peoples’ beliefs and are influenced by the
consistency or discrepancy of the knowledge gathered. Gaskins (1996) writes,

If there is a discrepancy between an experience and an activated belief, from our

belief system, we experience what we recognize as a negative emotion. To

eliminate the negative feelings, we must resolve the discrepancy. This involves

some sort of action that rejects all or some of the incoming, discrepant

information —thereby upholding the belief and belief system, or a course of

action that rejects or alters the corresponding belief—thereby leading to

modifications in the belief system that enhance our capacity to function
effectively in the world. (p. 389)



Conversely, if new information is consistent with a belief system, the experience,
knowledge and emotions surrounding the beliefs will be positively enriched.

Vygotsky (1978) suggests that contemplation on personal emotions can assist an
individual to recognize beliefs related to thoughts. Vygotsky’s findings on the
connection between emotion and beliefs are based on the assumption that emotions are
developmental; that is, there are qualitative differences in human emotions that develop
from an individual’s history of experiences. For example, adult anger is assumed to be
qualitatively different than a child’s anger. This suggests that emotions require higher

levels of thought rather than remaining dependent on unconditional behavior.

Teacher Beliefs and Staff Development Programs
Recent research into belief systems has resulted in staff development strategies that
utilize reflective thinking to examine teachers’ literacy practices. Three staff
development programs contributed to creating the Reflective Statf Development Program
(RSDP):
1. Richardson and Anders’ (1994) program, which examined beliefs discussed in

collaborative meetings between teachers and researchers;

o

Connelly and Clandinin’s (1995) model, which studied teachers’ narratives about
their professional beliefs and experiences; and
3. Birchak et al. (1998) study group program, which analyzed ways in which

teachers collaboratively answer questions about their beliefs and practices.



Beliefs and Teacher-Researcher Collaboration

Richardson and Anders (1994) wrote Teacher Change and the Staff Development
Process: A Case Study in Reading Instruction (RIS) as an interdisciplinary effort,
conceived by educators from multiple fields of education. University of Arizona faculty
members Richardson and Anders (1994) designed the RIS to investigate *“the degree to
which teachers use current research knowledge of literacy and of the factors that prevent
them doing so” (Office of Educational Research and Improvement, 1986, p. 5). A
reading specialist, Anders invited Richardson into her effort to create the case study on
teacher education and knowledge of “reflective practice.” Their cooperative efforts have

since influenced theories about teacher instruction.

The meetings. The RIS staff development meetings first began as lectures in
which the staff developers presented a list of research-based reading practices (Lloyd &
Anders, 1994). However, researchers quickly realized that by shifting the meeting
content to the teachers’ concerns, the teachers appeared to be more engaged. When given
the option, the teachers chose not to use the staff developers’ list and instead created their
own list of practices.

The researchers suggest three reasons that teachers should make their own
meeting agendas (Lloyd & Anders, 1994). First, the original meeting agenda based on
the staff developers’ list was impractical for the teachers. The teachers needed to observe
the instructional methods within the context of their classrooms. Second, the teachers’

literacy-related theoretical stance was different from the theoretical stance in the
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literature, causing poor communication. Third, the teachers’ interests and concerns
differed from the intention of the staff development program. The teachers were

interested in assessment while the staff developers planned on presenting a list of

instructional practices.

Practical arguments. While various reflective staff development programs take
on a unique style of their own, Fenstermacher (1994) suggests that teachers need
reflective discussions that include practical arguments, that is, a method to guide
teacher’s reflections about their beliefs and practices. Below is a summary of the four
essential premises that make a complete practical argument (Fenstermacher, 1994):

(a) The value premise, in which the teachers describe the benefits that can be derived
from a given activity;

(b) the stipulative premise, in which the teachers support their actions, or make
meaning, within the context of their behavior;

(c) the empirical premise, in which the teachers state a claim or idea about why the

world is what it is. The importance of the empirical premise is that the teachers
can test their claims; and, finally,

(d) the situational premise, in which the teachers describe the context of their

activities. (p. 33)

Although the RIS model encouraged teachers to engage in practical arguments as
they reviewed their videotaped teaching behaviors, other researchers do not use the
practical argument (Connelly & Clandinin, 1997; Hoover, 1994, Klassen & Short, 1992;
Moore & Lalik, 1992), suggesting that it is difficult to separate beliefs from theory,
knowledge, and practice. .Pendlebury (1993) warns that a complete practical argument,

although appearing to be logically and materially sound, may still not be empirical.
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Sometimes we act and reason based on ignorance or myths about teaching strategies,

rather than basing beliefs on empirical theory.

Beliefs and Teachers ' Written Stories

Like the Richardson and Anders (1994) beliefs inquiry, studies of written
reflections engage participants in a variety of reflective activities, i.e. interviews,
meetings and videotaped observations. The Connelly and Clandinin study (1988), for

example, reveals the connection between teachers’ written stories and their beliefs about

practices.

The Connelly and Clandinin study. Connelly and Clandinin (1995) examined
teachers’ written reflections of their practical and theoretical beliefs, and they suggest
that this writing effort facilitates the creation of modified practices that eventually are
implemented. Thus, they posit that recognizing one’s own beliefs about practice
influences the instructional setting (1995). Although Vygotsky suggests that writing
impacts cognitive thought more than listening, reading and speaking (Wertsch, 1985),
current research on beliefs seldom makes a distinction between verbal and written forms
of reflective discourse. Thus, Connelly and Clandinin’s beliefs studies analyze written
and verbal texts in the same fashion.

In order to conceptualize the teachers’ practice, Connelly and Clandinin (1997)
studied their written stories. The stories reflected uncertainty, discontinuities, and

tensions the teachers experienced as they worked. The researchers discovered that
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teachers developed new meanings about practice as a result of writing their stories, which
led them to consider new directions in their professional effort:
As we saw in their stories, they came to see teacher education as an ongoing
process of inquiry in which there was a continuous dialogue between theory and

practice, between themselves and children, between their pasts their present and
their future. (Clandinin, 1993, p. 193)

Beliefs Within Teacher Study Groups

Other beliefs studies within a collaborative study group setting focus on teachers’
verbal, rather than written, stories. The study group is a social setting where teachers
collaboratively “think through their beliefs, share ideas, challenge instructional practices,
blend theory with practice and identify professional and personal needs” (Matlin & Short,
1991, p. 68). Moore and Lalik (1992) examined teachers as they discussed personal
stories about literacy instruction. Klassen and Short (1992) examined the study group in
which “teacher knowledge is recreated collaboratively by all participants so that all are
producing and using knowledge” (p. 341). Both sets of researchers suggest that the basis
for understanding professional beliefs and practices occurs through living, telling,

retelling, and reliving professional stories.

The Moore and Lalik study. Moore and Lalik’s study (1992) suggests that
teachers’ abilities to share their stories in a group setting vary, but all are able to learn to
listen with an open point of view. They suggest that teachers’ stories provide a historical
context of their professional experiences that leads to mutual empathy for each other’s

challenges. Over a 15-week study period, the stories emerged from the following
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activities: (a) shared experiences about reading as a focus of instructional practice, (b)
responses to a questionnaire on the development and process of reading, and (c)
reflections about the questionnaire using a story format (1992).

The teacher-participants were encouraged to imagine constructing a literacy-rich
environment within the classroom. They worked collaboratively in small groups to
review methods, recognize student and teacher roles, develop an engaging learning
environment, and envision student-centered classrooms where the teachers learn with the
students. Questions about children’s literacy development were addressed as the
participants were challenged to create the ultimate literacy-learning environment (Moore
& Lalik, 1992).

After analyzing the teachers’ storytelling, Moore and Lalik (1992) concluded that
teachers focused on the meaning of knowledge, comprehension and the process of
learning to read. As the teachers discussed these ideas, their professional and personal
perspectives about literacy emerged. For example, one teacher-participant “conveyed her
perspective on learning to read by telling a story about interactions with her

grandmother” (1992, p. 327).

The Birchak study. Birchak, Connor, Crawford, Kahn, Kaser, Turner, and Short
(1998) developed a study group program which was designed to provide a safe learning
setting in which teachers could voice their beliefs honestly in order to answer questions
about their practices. The study groups began with a broad focus on literature and

literature-based approaches in the classroom. As the teacher-participants examined their



professional histories, the researchers studied the dynamics of the group through their

participation roles: (a) the teachers’ roles of sharer, risk-taker, supporter/listener,

questioner, summarizer/clarifier, suggester, presenter, reflector, timekeeper, expresser of

disequilibria, and humorist; and (b) the facilitators’ roles of sharer, supporter/listener,

questioner, summarizer/clarifier, negotiator, humorist, and community builder (1998).

As the researchers reflected on the meetings, they worked with a few interested

teacher-participants to create categories and themes drawn from the teachers’ discussions

(Birchak et al., 1998). Ironically, the conflicting voices of the participants facilitated the

collaborative study group. The five categories that emerged from analyzing the group

discussions (Klassen & Short, 1992) are summarized as:

1.

2.

5.

Building community and relationships with communication and understanding.
[ncreasing professional knowledge by listening to one another’s connections of
theory and practice.

Experiencing learning as a continuous process within the study group and taking
that experience into the classroom.

Feeling that all participants are equally important in the process of becoming
reflective practitioners.

Experiencing evaluation as a process in learning.

The collaborative effort encouraged the participants to critique one another’s literacy-

related beliefs and practices within the study group process (Birchak et al., 1998).

In summary, these three forms of staff development programs reviewed for this

dissertation utilized verbal, written, and collaborative group discussions on teachers’



beliefs and practices to promote new directions in literacy instruction (Birchak et al.,
1998). These programs invite teachers to “contemplate ethical and political concerns
relative to instructional planning and implementation” (Klassen & Short, 1992, p. §).
These studies suggest that teachers who attend staff development programs, that
encourage reflective inquiry, move beyond thinking about their competency in practice,

and recreate professional choices, goals and dreams.

Early Childhood Theory and Practice Related to Literacy

Current emergent literacy-related theories and practices are built from
philosophies that date back to the early 1500s, when Martin Luther suggested that all
children should become literate. According to Anders and Guzzetti (1996), literacy-
related beliefs and practices have developed from two dichotomous theories about how
children learn and develop language. One extreme is the behaviorist perspective (skills
model) and the other extreme is the rationalist perspective (constructivist model) (Anders
& Guzzetti, 1996; Hadley, 1993).

The behaviorists suggest that learning involves the strengthening of associations
between a stimulus and a response through environmental reinforcement (Hadley, 1993).
Scientific “observable” studies on animal and human behavior led behaviorists to
conclude that the newborn infant’s mind is similar to a tabula rasa, or blank slate
(Chastain, 1976). Thus, the theory suggests that learning occurs through conditioned

responses, also known as responses to stimuli (Skinner, 1957). Classic examples of
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conditioned response learning are skills, drills, and practice. The assumption is that as an

individual repeatedly practices a skill, their behavior becomes more sophisticated.

In the skills model it is the teachers’ responsibility to transfer important
information from books, curricula and exams into the minds of the students. Literacy
instruction stresses the mastery of skills and assumes knowledge is learned sequentially.
Language and learning occurs by over learning (Bloomfield, 1942), and mastery is
evaluated by student accuracy when responding to questions in prescribed ways (Anders
& Guzzetti, 1996).

In contrast, the rationalist theoretical perspective supports the constructivist model
of literacy-related beliefs and practices. The constructivist teacher “honors and celebrates
the questions students ask” within literacy-rich investigations that include contextually
imbedded instruction of skills (Anders & Guzzetti, 1996). The classroom is perceived as
a community of learners who engage in mental, physical, and spiritual transactions to
better understand their world. The materials and resources used in those investigations
are collected from the children, their families and the community.

Constructivist teachers seek to respect each child’s learning process (Piaget,
1976). This has given rise to strategic studies of children’s academic growth for the
purpose of developing a curriculum that connects students’ home and school knowledge.
The children’s growth is recorded in portfolios comprised of selected works that reveal
each child’s learning experience, hard work, and personal interests of study.

The rationalist theory is supported by constructivist educators who promote

children’s social communication and assume social interaction is connected to the
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development of most mental processes (Vygotsky, 1978); the development occurs in
stages, as chronicled by Piaget (1976). It should be noted that the theories in this
literature review are presented in a rationalist theoretical framework of language and
learning, influenced by my constructivist belief of how children learn; a behaviorist
interpretation of the same theories would present practices that look like a skills
instructional model.

The theoretical framework of this chapter is built on the work of three scholars
who have shaped literacy-related theories and practices through their attempts to shed
light on human cognition:

1. The Sociocultural Perspective of Vygotsky (1978): literacy is learned through the
children’s experiences with verbal and social interactions within the home and
school environment;

2. The Chomskian (1986) perspective: young children learn and manipulate
language (literacy) through an innate understanding of how language is
structured; and

3. The Piagetian (1976) perspective: literacy is acquired through the developmental
stages of cognitive structures and processing.

The following language-based approaches and practices are integrated throughout the
theoretical framework of this chapter: (a) Funds of Knowledge (supported by
Vygotskyian theory), which connects the home and school knowledge; (b) the project
approach (supported by Chomskian theory), which implements the authoring cycle; and

(c) child-centered portfolio assessments (supported by Piagetian theory).
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Vygotskian Theory of Emergent Literacy

Schools fail to meet children’s literacy learning needs in part due to the difficulty
in implementing student-centered studies, choosing instructional topics based on
students’ interest and utilizing students’ home language to facilitate instruction. One
challenge lies in training and supporting bilingual and culturally sensitive teachers.
Theorists Moll and Greenberg (1990) present Funds of Knowledge curricula that
recognize home and school networks, a phenomenon that can be used to facilitate and
enrich school learning experiences. The networks studied by Moll and Greenberg (1990)
examine learning relationships between the students, parents, teachers, and community
members, and are based upon two of Vygotsky’s (1978) theories: (a) Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD), which presents itself in any social relationship where “children
come to learn adult meanings, behaviors, technologies, in the process of collaboration”™
(Tudge, 1990); and (b) Semiotic Mediation, the mental manipulation and inquiry of

experiences that occurs as an individual engages in social activity.

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)

The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is the distance between children’s
actual development level and their potential problem-solving ability developed through
the guidance of more capable peers (Vygotsky, 1978). Educators use the ZPD as a gauge
to scaffold children while they learn new concepts. First, the teacher recognizes the
students’ background knowledge; then, the instruction of new concepts is built from the

students’ independent abilities. Instructional practices are selected based upon each
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student’s need for guidance or practice, a process necessary for reaching her or his full

potential in the comprehension of new concepts. Figure 2.1 depicts the lower and higher

end of the ZPD Continuum.

ZONE OF PROXIMAL DEVELOPMENT (ZPD) CONTINUUM

LOW END HIGH END
<+ >
INDEPENDENT GUIDANCE POTENTIAL

Figure 2.1. The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) continuum. The continuum
represents the low end of learning or independent learning, guided learning which
progresses through high-end use of potential abilities.

Semiotic Mediation

Vygotsky’s (1981) theory of semiotic mediation suggests that social activity
influences cognition and behavior through mediated social interactions involving cultural
inventions and language signs, e.g., speech, literacy, and mathematics (Moll &
Greenberg, 1990). Semiotic mediation contributes to the development of higher mental
functions, the ability to solve problems rationally through inquiry. By extension,
integrating home knowledge into the school curriculum empowers students’ ability to
leam through inquiry, and encourages parents to be active, valued participants in the

classroom.

Vygotsky (1978) and sociocultural theorists suggest literacy is facilitated through

an individual’s semiotic mediation of language, social activity, language-based literacy
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practices, and background knowledge. His theories challenge educators to provide
children with an integrated literacy instruction curriculum that is developed from home
and community experience, an environment that is exemplified by a curriculum that

utilizes Funds of Knowledge.

Funds of Knowledge Curriculum

Research suggests that schools can tap into students’ Funds of Knowledge, bodies
of knowledge that are labor-related or are derived from home-related activities (Moll &
Gonzalez, 1994). Moll and Greenberg (1990) found that teachers can create a higher
zone of learning for children with strategic home visits that result in using the home as an
instructional resource. As one researcher observed, “Because the culture of parents’
homes may differ from the majority in a community, those who seek a truly collaborative
community, home and school involvement must take into account the cultural features
that may inhibit collaboration™ (Morrison, 1984, p. 417). [n addition, Funds of
Knowledge increases the potential for parental participation within the school when it
occurs with thoughtful teacher guidance and collaboration that considers the Zone of
Proximal Development.

Marla Hensley (1995), a kindergarten teacher, participated in the Funds of
Knowledge for Teaching Program over a multiple-year time period. During the first
year, she interviewed her students’ families, who were of Hispanic, Native American and
African American descent, in order to discover their Funds of Knowledge. She quickly

recognized what she had always known:
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Parents in the neighborhood where I teach, are sometimes viewed as lacking—
lacking in parenting skills, lacking in education, lacking in knowledge. In reality,
it is the people who hold this view who are lacking in knowledge of the parents
and the community. They have failed to take the time to get to know the parents.

(p. 13)

Like the other teacher-participants, Hensley became a teacher-researcher to study Funds
of Knowledge in order to implement her inquiry in her classroom curriculum.

Hensley (1995) recognized that her role as a teacher visiting homes to inform
parents about their children’s academic progress was different from her role as a teacher-
researcher, which involved learning about the family, relatives, job histories, hobbies, and
philosophies of children, religion, education, and literacy practices. As a teacher-
researcher, she achieved a genuine reciprocal line of communication between herself and
her students’ families as her inquiry led to conversations and a sharing of ideas. For
example, Hensley recognized the hidden musical talents of Mr. Jarman, a parent who has
a passion for song writing, thus prompting her to develop a curriculum surrounding the
musical play, The Little Red Hen.

Hensley’s (1995) research changed her view of children’s literacy development
and parent participation. To provide literacy-rich instruction, Hensley replaced “cute”
units of instruction, such as “bears,” with units of instruction based on families’ Funds of
Knowledge. In this case, the parents, children and teachers worked together to produce a
musical: Mr. Jarman wrote songs and played instruments; a mother choreographed
children’s dance steps; parents participated in a costume-making workshop; and
grandmas shared different types of bread recipes relevant to their culture. On the day of

the musical presentation, parents assisted in making props, working as stagehands and
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getting the children dressed for the musical. All of Hensley’s students’ families, with one
exception, were involved in the effort to produce the musical, which dramatically
changed her previous assumption that the school had poor parent participation.

Years later, Hensley (1995) described the major impact that the musical play had
on the lives of her students and their parents. The children still visit her class and talk
about the musical, in hopes of producing another play, leading her to believe that the
children have a stronger rapport than usual between themselves. Mr. Jarman still
participates in the school functions, contributing to the school as the president of the
school’s PTA program. Hensley continues to develop a curriculum “based on the
interests and talents of the students and parents in her classroom” (p. 16).

The musical play successfully engaged parent participation because it included
the following seven summarized elements suggested by Gelfer (1991):

(a) Teachers help parents understand early childhood development perspectives in the
areas of physical, emotional, and cognitive development,

(b) parents are included in implementing and evaluating their children’s growth,

(c) parents’ ability to provide positive and exciting home environments is enhanced,

(d) parents are encouraged to reinforce and enrich their children’s learning through
parent-child activities,

(e) parents are informed about school resources,

(f) parents are encouraged to become actively involved in a variety of experiences
within the children’s classroom, and

(g) the teacher and parents build a working partnership that includes sincere
communication and strategically planned, purposeful, child-centered and
organized activities. The partnership includes a two-way communication where

the parent and teacher share and use each other’s ideas. (p. 164)

Marla Hensley’s (1995) story demonstrates how one teacher can significantly impact her

student’s literacy learning experiences using Funds of Knowledge.
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Chomskian-Based Theory of Language and Emergent Literacy

Chomsky (1986) challenges theories that suggest language development occurs
from a conditioned response and suggests that language is acquired through innate
development that is prompted by social experiences. Halliday (1972) further supports
Chomsky’s theory with the proposal that language is acquired through meaningful social
interaction, which links language to cognition. Goodman, Smith, Meredith, and
Goodman (1987) present teachers’ language-based literacy practices, resembling
Hensley’s Funds of Knowledge musical, that are theoretically supported by rationalists,
such as Chomsky and Halliday.

Chomsky (1986) posits that language and thought are linked through a common
system of rules (semantics, syntax, and phonology); thus, language and learning are
developmental. According to Chomsky, the Language Acquisition Device (LAD) makes
all “normal” human brains produce and comprehend language rules similarly, an innate
ability that Chomsky calls the Universal Grammar (UG) knowledge. These innate
components yield language development when individuals engage in social interactions
within given contextual settings. [n addition, he suggests that language usage contributes
to knowledge of how language works, or metalinguistic awareness, which further
promotes an individual’s ability to understand language and its function. Chomsky’s
(1986) theory of language development suggests children’s language learning and
cognition require engagements in meaningful discussion about literacy experiences and

their connection to life events.
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Linguist Michael Halliday (1972) refines ideas about metalinguistic awareness

with his social semiotic theory, describing three ways children acquire language within
social situations. The social semiotic is a simultaneous process of (a) learning language,
(b) learning about language, and (c) acquiring knowledge, as individuals use language.
Halliday developed this theory while studying and recording his infant son’s innate stages
of language development.

As Halliday (1972) observed his son interact in daily speech events, he found that
baby language begins as sounds and gestures that relay meaning; thus, language
development occurs due to a need to express ideas. The abstract functions of speech are
the elements that produce adult language. The link between language acquisition and
literacy lies in children’s ability to comprehend abstract functions of speech and abstract
functions in the literacy process (Pallerini & Galda, 1993).

Goodman et al. (1987) built a whole-language literacy-learning curriculum using
Chomsky’s and Halliday’s theories. These researchers suggest that the literacy learning
process extends the natural development of language and vice versa, based on the theory
of metalinguistic awareness. Since learning language is a natural part of children’s daily
lives, early childhood educators must recognize, value, and use children’s language
within the classroom (Crawford, 1991). Goodman and Goodman (1979) wrote:

We see oral and written language as learned in the same way. In neither case is

the user required by the nature of the task to have high levels of conscious

awareness of the units and system. In both cases, control over language comes

through the preoccupation with communicative use. (p. 139)

Therefore, the optimal language learning instruction engages children in (a)

listening, (b) using informal language, (c) using narrative composition, (d) using
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expository composition, (e) practicing reading, and (f) developing a sense of story and
response through literature (Halliday, 1972). Goodman et al. challenge primary schools
to provide language-learning programs to teach concepts about print using practices that
mimic children’s home literacy experiences. Meaningful early literacy development
occurs when teachers build a classroom curriculum, using the project approach, to

integrate the students’ cultural knowledge.

The Project Approach: Theory and Practice

The project approach involves a series of lessons that integrate language, literacy,
and content area instruction, and which occur in three phases, guiding children through
the process of inquiring about a topic. In the first phase, children discuss ideas and
choose a topic to study. This initial group planning connects children’s concrete
experiences from home to their literacy instruction. The second phase is fieldwork, in
which the children investigate questions, experience the topic using their senses, and
organize gathered information. In the third phase, children relay learned information in
an authoring cycle. The project approach presents teachers the resources needed to
develop literacy lessons that use student-centered topics of study, such as cooking,
gardening, science investigations, dramatic play, and other hands-on experiences. The
approach is a scaffold that moves children into more conventional forms of print,

building on the experiences learned in each phase.
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Phase 1: Beginning discussions. Students begin to read and write primarily by
sharing their ideas while the teacher uncovers and records the children’s knowledge in
order to produce a text that can be read easily (Goodman et al., 1987). Children gain
unconventional knowledge about literacy by critically responding to discussions about a
text and independently using their literate knowledge in play centers during the initial
phase of the project approach. The teacher models the writing process and records child-
centered discussions using maps or charts, tools which are made throughout all phases of
the project with varying degrees of teacher participation and guidance. These initial
records are used as a baseline so that both the teacher and students can keep track of
important information and observe growth in their learning development (Lindfors,
1991).

A significant aspect of the literacy process engages children in critical response
groups (Clay, 1975). Questions naturally emerge when teachers ask children to discuss
ideas about topics of interest. During open-ended literature-response discussions,
children create bridges between what they know and what is in the text, via questions
(Harste & Short, 1988). The children then create graphic organizers that predict, clarify,
summarize, and analyze their questions. During the critical response group period,
teachable moments provide context-imbedded studies of phonetic and grammar rules in a
text (Hiebert & Raphael, 1998). According to Wollman-Bonilla and Werchadlo, these
moments create “conversational contexts that invite students to interact in ways that

extend one and other’s learning” (1999, p. 599).
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Louise Rosenblatt’s (1978) transactional model explains how children’s opinions

are enriched from reflective talk, sharing ideas and finding new meanings from peers and
written texts. Thus children create their own meaning through reasoning, that is, an
active reconstruction of experienced situations surrounding written or social texts.

Children critically respond to literature and other meaningful experiences
naturally by acting out their interpretations in dramatic play. As children proclaim
themselves to be someone different, such as a botanist, gardener, or tree, they must
clearly communicate the meaning behind their pretend play in order to invite their
playmates to join in (Strickland & Morrow, 2000). As the children play together, a
negotiation of meaning occurs between peers, defined as a narrative structure.
Knowledge of narrative structure is particularly important in young children’s learning
school-based literacy, as most of the texts they are exposed to are stories (Galda, 1984).
Developing a narrative structure, or schema in pretend play, then, should enable children
to generate narrative styles that are consistent with school-based literacy (Michaels,
1981) and should allow them to more easily comprehend texts read in class (Galda, 1984,
p. 61).

Vygotsky (1978) suggests children use voice, gestures, and visual signals in
congcrete activities, such as symbolic (dramatic) play, to master abstract written sign and
symbol systems. Therefore, dramatic play is the foundation of literate meanings. The
children’s concrete understanding of a topic, such as trees, facilitates higher forms of
thought and comprehension of written texts. Thus, dramatic play can be seen as

unconventional knowledge of the literacy process.
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Phase 2: Fieldwork. In the second phase of the project, children experience

meaningful uses of language via their curiosity to investigate the world through
fieldwork. Teachers ask children to think aloud in open-ended questioning sessions as
they study a topic of interest in various forms of written and verbal texts. Goodman et al.
(1987) provides examples of student-centered questions:

What are the questions?

What is the evidence?

How can we find out?

What happens?

What makes it happen?

What if there were other circumstances?

What can you guess?

Can you be more exact?

Was it worth it?
Children address questions though fieldwork discussions, observations about the
investigation, predictions on questions, and presentations of organized information. A
critical part of the fieldwork is when children refer to the literature and read about the
topic of study before and after the fieldtrips.

Fieldtrips can be distant, but most will be visits to study objects or places within
the school, home, and neighborhood. If teachers notice children have an interest in
plants, their class will visit a local florist, a botanist, farmer, or gardener. A trip to the

nursery can result in the purchase of plants for children to grow in the school garden.
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For example, during a project on trees, children might visit a garden to observe
and record information. Their fieldwork may involve listening or reading information
about trees, touching, and then smelling, planting, observing, and drawing parts of the
tree. The fieldwork is the period in which children develop a real-life relationship
between themselves and the trees, which helps them understand and analyze the garden.
Literate knowledge is gained through reading and linking personal knowledge with other
resources.

If we assume children actively construct their knowledge of the world, then
teachers must let them make sense of things and record the process in which they learn
(Clay, 1975). Children appropriate and transform information in order to find meaning.
Comprehension occurs through the language shared by the participants’ social
interactions and written texts. Therefore, the texts utilized in fieldwork, or phase 2, play
a vital role in students’ comprehension process and emergent literacy.

The most obvious aspect of the literacy process involves reading print in order to
decode and comprehend words in the text (Clay, 1975). Sulzby (1995) suggests readers
use cueing systems long before they become conventional readers. Early childhood
teachers use the shared reading approach to demonstrate and teach emergent readers how
to participate in this aspect of the reading process, which involves the following
summarized responses to textual cues:

1. Refusal: little or no explanation or description of story.

2. Picture-Governed with No Story: description provides no real sense of story and
child labels pictures as if it is presently happening.
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3. Picture-Governed with Story: child relies on illustrations to retell story and will
sometimes paraphrase the rhythmic written text.

4. Print-Governed: more extensive recognition of words (especially rhymes), but
still not reading all of the text. Child does not self correct and omits words
because of an awareness of print. (p. 40)

The goal of shared reading is to enhance young children’s exposure to and
concepts about print (Clay, 1991). During the shared reading practice, emergent readers
learn to understand the difference between unconventional and conventional reading
processes (Fisher, 1998). As teachers read big books, the children practice reading like
conventional readers. Shared reading shows children how to monitor their use of
conventions of print, cueing systems, predictions, and comprehension. [n addition,
children make connections between letters, words, sentences, and stories. The children
engage in reading strategies such as pointing to a text, self-correction, directionality,
phonemic awareness, and comprehension. Knowledge about how language works is
achieved by reading genres that manipulate sound, such as songs, rhymes, and poetry.
The students’ success in the third phase of the project, the authoring cycle, in which

children write responses to those texts, depends on the quality of learning that occurred in

the initial discussion phase and the fieldwork phase.

Phase 3: The authoring cycle. The third phase of the project invites children to
read and write about topics through the authoring cycle. Teachers implement the
authoring cycle when children are capable of investigating questions about a topic

through print (Harste & Short, 1988). Children move from talking and researching about






