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Supervisor:  Audrey McCray Sorrells 

 

Abstract: The purpose of this qualitative study was to learn about middle school 

language arts teachers’ beliefs about themselves as reading teachers to students who 

struggle with reading. National reading data find staggeringly high numbers of older 

students without the necessary reading skills to participate in the general education 

curriculum. Research suggests that some students have late developing, unidentified 

reading difficulties that leave students unable to participate fully in the curriculum. To 

address the problem of struggling readers beyond elementary grades, content area 

teachers are often asked to provide reading instruction. With few exceptions, however, 

content area teacher have not ameliorated the problem for all students. A review of the 

literature suggests that beliefs take center stage in how teachers define themselves, whom 

they are willing to teach, and the instructional practices they use. For this study, a group 

of middle school language arts teachers were asked to discuss their roles, students, and 

beliefs about reading instruction. Initial findings suggested that few teachers’ believed it 

was their role to provide reading instruction to struggling readers. Many were bound to 
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content instruction, expected middle school students to be able to read, and did not 

provide reading interventions. They believed in the power of their ability to motivate 

students to be successful; however good relationships balanced with knowledgeable 

reading instruction was not evident. Teachers with elementary or special education 

preservice training and experiences in teaching reading were frustrated and had trouble 

generalizing their knowledge into a middle school context. Over the course of the study, 

the discourse the teachers used changed in regard to providing reading instruction and 

their need for knowledge about reading instruction. Limitations of the study include a 

small group, uneven participation, and capturing the fluidity of beliefs. Implications for 

future research including: the impact of current policy on content area teachers; the 

expansion of understanding reading and literacy instruction for secondary students; and 

research on the changing roles of special education teachers. Implications for practice 

include meeting teachers where they are in their professional development needs and 

teacher generated professional development that respects teachers as learners.   
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Approximately eight million students in the United States in grades 4-12 struggle 

to read their day-to-day assignments (U. S. Department of Education, 2003). National 

assessments indicate that only 33 % of eighth grade students and 40 % of twelfth grade 

students read at or above a proficient level, indicating that an alarming number of 

students are unable to read well enough to access the general education curriculum 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2003). When students struggle to read, their 

performance suffers and school becomes a place of frustration instead of a place for 

learning (Moats, 2001). The result of student frustration and poor school outcomes can be 

found in the high numbers of students who are retained or who drop out of school 

altogether (U. S. Department of Education, The Condition of Education, 2002). 

The growing number of struggling middle school readers is comprised of students 

who have a variety of reading needs: second language learners, low achieving students, 

and students identified with a learning disability (Donavan & Cross, 2002; IDEA ’97 

Regulations, 2003; Kamil, 2004). While resource room programs may be available, these 

students, regardless of need, receive the majority of their instruction in general education 

classrooms, thus making them the responsibility of general education teachers (Patterson, 

2005). Diverse student needs require a variety of reading instructional approaches to help 

students change the course of their academic futures (Kamil, 2004). However, 

determining which instructional approach will address individual needs is not easy 

considering how limited the knowledge base is on reading instruction for adolescent 

students (Curtis, 2002), the historical resistance of secondary teachers to including 
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reading instruction in their practices (Barry, 1994; O’Brien, Stewart, & Moje, 1995), and 

that secondary reading specialists are a rarity regardless of the No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) (2002) requirement (Sturtevant, 2004). 

There have been two significant changes over the past few years that support a 

renewed interest in secondary reading instruction:  (a) increased knowledge about reading 

instruction; and (b) policy changes. Researchers, educators, and policy makers now have 

a better understanding of what constitutes effective reading instruction for young 

children. Through more explicit instruction in reading skills, often taught in isolation, 

more students are able to learn to read in early elementary school (Snow, Burns, & 

Griffin, 1998; Torgesen, 2002; U. S. Department of Health and Human Development, 

2000). It is possible that some of the struggling middle school readers passed through 

their early academic years without benefiting from that knowledge, or simply develop 

reading difficulties after fourth grade (Leach, Scarborough, & Rescoria, 2003). 

Supporting this clearer understanding of initial reading are policies that support more 

accountability for all students and greater inclusion for students identified for special 

education in the general education classroom. 

NCLB not only requires schools to provide reading instruction and measure 

improvement by Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), it also requires reading instruction for 

all K-12 students who may struggle with reading, and reading ability to be assessed for 

all elementary and middle school students. One of the goals of NCLB is to provide more 

early reading interventions in the general education classrooms in order to reduce the 

number of students identified for special education services. Also, the reauthorized 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004 (U. S. Department of Education, 

2006) calls for greater inclusion of students identified for special education in general 

education classrooms. IDEA requires more accountability and responsibility for general 
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education teachers to support the learning of students with disabilities, not just general 

education students. 

Now, with increased knowledge about early reading instruction and policy 

support, researchers are recommending a renewed focus on adolescent literacy 

(Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; Kamil, 2004), thus, there is a move away from the teaching 

of reading occurring only during early elementary years. However, in order to improve 

reading instruction for struggling adolescent readers, there must be consideration of the 

historical attempts to train general education middle and high school teachers to provide 

reading instruction. 

READING INSTRUCTION FOR ALL AND GENERAL EDUCATION TEACHERS 

Previous research on teacher behavior (Brophy & Good, 1986), effectiveness 

(Ames & Ames, 1990; Moll, 2001), and beliefs (Calderhead, 1996; Tschannen-Moran & 

Woolfolk-Hoy, 2001) suggests that beliefs about instructional purpose, ability, 

effectiveness, and knowledge outweigh the actions that a teacher may take to provide 

instruction to struggling students. It may be clear that students need additional skill, but 

that does not ensure that their teachers will embrace the task of teaching something they 

do not perceive themselves as responsible for or knowledgeable about. Beliefs may affect 

actions in negative ways when the teacher does not feel prepared and takes action that 

could result in failure (Bandura, 1986). For example, even those who have a high sense of 

their skill or ability will often avoid risking failure in situations where they might not 

appear to be successful. 

KNOWLEDGE ABOUT READING INSTRUCTION 

 Previous attempts to train secondary content area teachers to include reading 

instruction in their curriculum have failed to change the hearts and minds of teachers 
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(Barry, 1994; O’Brien, Stewart, & Moje, 1995). They have not embraced the 

responsibility to teach reading. Teachers’ lack of responsibility may be due to limited 

knowledge about incorporating reading instruction into a content area or general lack of 

knowledge about reading instruction (Moats, 1995, 2000; Sturtevant, 2004). Research has 

revealed that even elementary teachers, whom are assumed to possess the knowledge of 

explicit instruction in language and reading development to be effective teachers, have 

expressed the need for further training and support (Bos, Mather, Dickson, Podhajski, & 

Chard, 2002; Bursuck, Munk, Nelson, & Curran, 2002; Moats, 1995, 2000; Moats & 

Foorman, 2003). It is highly unlikely that content area secondary teachers would have 

training in explicit instruction in language and reading development (Curtis, 2002; Moats, 

1995), given a general consensus that after fourth grade reading to learn rather than 

learning to read is focus in instruction (Leach et al., 2003). Teachers assume students 

have the skills to access curriculum where reading becomes an activity in the content 

area, not a specific skill to be taught. 

A HISTORY OF RESISTANCE  

Another obstacle is the perception of general education teachers about whom they 

are willing and able to teach. Under a previous inclusion initiative, (i.e. Regular 

Education Initiative (REI)), designed to change practices and include students identified 

for special education programs into general education, the practices of pull out programs 

or segregated settings for special education students were to give way to full inclusion 

(Will, 1986). General education teachers were found to be resistant to the idea of 

inclusion and providing differentiated instruction; special education teachers believed 

they were better prepared to respond to student needs (Kavale & Forness, 2000). General 

education teachers questioned their ability to provide adequate instruction to struggling 

learners, while special education teachers believed they were able to provide an 
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appropriate learning setting and that “others lack their wisdom and virtue” to provide the 

type of instruction needed by their students (Kavale & Forness, p.279). The implications 

for students when general and special education teachers cannot come together places 

them in an academic limbo where they fail to receive adequate instruction from either 

teacher that will move them forward academically. 

Currently, there is great demand under NCLB for teachers to provide reading 

instruction to improve outcomes for middle and high school students. However, in light 

of the great need of students to attain literacy and the need of teachers to consider the 

influences of their instruction and teacher practices, understanding teachers’ personal and 

professional beliefs is necessary (Henson, 2002; O’Brien et al, 1995). Thus, 

understanding perceptions and beliefs is an initial and important step to initiating and 

sustaining teacher change  (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995). In this study, I 

sought to uncover and interpret those beliefs about teaching struggling middle school 

readers.  

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reading 

assessment showed a decrease in reading proficiency between fourth and eighth grades, 

making middle school a crucial time to intervene and improve reading skills (U. S. 

Department of Education, 2003). When students reach middle school, it is anticipated 

that they will have the reading skills needed to handle the increased quality and quantity 

of reading required for accessing the curriculum. The problem is that when students lack 

specific reading skills or develop late-emerging reading disabilities, the opportunity for 

skill improvement is often missing from the general curriculum (Moats, 1995; Kamil 

2004; Leach et al., 2003). 
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When children do not learn to read by third grade, their remaining years in school 

are frustrating. Early elementary instruction is focused on students “learning to read,” but 

after that it becomes “reading to learn” (Chall, 1983). Limited vocabulary, lack of reading 

fluency, and poor reading strategies compound the frustration of  “reading to learn”, 

which can lead to avoidance (Lyon, 2003) and decreased motivation (Ames & Ames, 

1990; Strommen & Mates, 2004). Learning-to-read instruction diminishes over time in 

most educational systems and by third or fourth grade there is little direct reading 

instruction (McCray, Vaughn, & Neal, 2001; Moats, 2001). Direct reading instruction is 

frequently the prescribed practice for struggling middle school readers who either lack 

specific skills or who are identified with a learning disability. Nonetheless, this approach 

to reading instruction has seldom been practiced in middle school content area classes.  

By middle school, students are expected to accommodate increased quality and 

quantity of reading; however, teachers may not be able to provide specific skill 

instruction because the curriculum shifts to more general core content areas. In content 

area classes, reading skills are applied to access curriculum but are not specifically 

taught. For example, according to the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills for English 

(1998) for Language Arts, and Reading for eighth grade (1998), students will recognize 

prefixes and suffixes and use a dictionary to find origins of words (TEKS, §110.24.6.A-

C), or read a variety of texts for information and pleasure and respond in writing (TEKS,  

§110.24.8.A-D). These content standards assume students possess and can apply 

decoding, blending, vocabulary, comprehension, and fluency skills needed in order to 

efficiently and effectively perform the task. Compounding the problem for many students 

is the probability that they will receive instruction from teachers with limited classroom 

experience, teachers without knowledge of direct instruction in reading, or teachers 

uncertified to teach reading instruction, particularly to struggling readers to students 
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identified with disabilities (Carey, 2004; Carlson, Brauen, Klein, Schroll, & Willig, 2002; 

Carlson, Chen, Schroll & Klein, 2003; Ingersoll, 1999; Ingersoll & Smith, 2003).  

For the purpose of this study I will define struggling readers as students unable to 

fully participate in a curriculum that requires reading to learn skills, generally due to 

limitations in vocabulary, word attack skills, comprehension, and motivation to read 

(Curtis, 2002; Kamil, 2004). These students can be further categorized as student with 

high incidence disabilities (i.e., learning disabilities, mild mental retardation, and 

behavioral disorders) or as students who are non-proficient readers. For a variety of 

reasons, they struggle to read but their needs are different.  

Currently, more is known about the needs of students identified with high 

incidence disabilities than those who are non-proficient readers. For students with high 

incidence disabilities, the challenge is most often in three specific areas: phonological 

processing, syntactic awareness, and working memory (Sigel, 2003; Swanson, & Saez, 

2003). They may have difficulty with decoding text or understanding word order in 

sentences. Their difficulty with working memory interferes with recall and 

comprehension and carries over into other academic subjects, problem solving and 

writing (Swanson, & Saez, 2003). Theoretically, these students struggle to read when the 

pace of instruction and movement through curriculum is fast. However, in every 

classroom there are also students who are identified only as non-proficient readers. In 

some instances, unidentified students may possess the phonological processing skills but 

the effect of non-fluent reading has the same result: Difficulty with recall and 

comprehension. When students are unable to read fluently reading becomes a mentally 

taxing, exhausting, and frustrating activity (Curtis, 2004; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). 

Therefore, struggling readers in middle school present a curricular and personal challenge 

for general education teachers. 
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Teacher Beliefs and Education 

Teacher beliefs can either improve or confound the challenges of teaching. Clark 

and Peterson’s (1986) review of the literature on the way teachers think, plan, and make 

decisions concluded that teachers develop their own beliefs about pedagogical theories 

that do not always match the way they plan or practice instruction. With a classroom of 

diverse learners, a teacher must believe it is possible to teach all students and plan and 

deliver diversified instruction. If a teacher does not believe in her ability to provide the 

necessary instruction, the shifting of responsibility onto the student for not learning is not 

uncommon (Jordon & Stanovich, 2003). For teachers, particularly those with struggling 

readers, efficacy in their ability and knowledge to reach students is crucial (Moats, 1995, 

2000).  

Teachers enter the classroom with beliefs about what will work and what students 

“ought to know.” If they do not develop an attitude that their own continued learning is 

essential to becoming an effective teacher, they never get beyond the knowledge they 

bring with them at the starting point of their professional careers (Calderhead, 1996). 

This can be problematic when teachers’ expectations or understanding of student abilities 

are not sensitive or informed. For example, if new teachers enter the field believing they 

are not responsible for all students’ learning needs and they are not supported to learn 

otherwise, they may not accept the responsibility of reaching struggling students or 

providing successful interventions (Calderhead, 1996). 

Successful interventions of insufficient or absent reading skills most often depend 

on the quality of instruction and the competency and disposition of the teachers. Teacher 

beliefs about their competences and responsibility become important factors in the 

reading instruction for struggling students.  
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SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PROBLEM 

The reading needs of struggling middle school students are real and when not 

intervened appropriately continue to compromise students’ academic success. Students 

who struggle with reading often enter middle school after suffering years of reading 

failure and limited or splintered skills (Buly & Valencia, 2002, 2003; Moats, 2001). 

While direct reading instruction delivered in the general education classroom has been 

successful with some middle school students of average performance, it has been less 

successful with low performing students (Bryant et al., 2000); nonetheless, some school 

systems continue to ask content area teachers to also act as reading interventionists.  

Historically, providing reading instruction as part of content area instruction, 

although not a new practice, has not resulted in significant reading performance in 

secondary settings  (Barry, 1994; O’Brien et al., 1995). For example, as early as 1920, 

language arts teachers were asked to assume the role of reading teacher, yielding small 

changes in student outcomes and teacher practices (Barry, 1994). Teachers, by and large, 

have continued to emphasize comprehension strategies while placing little attention on 

basic reading skills as word recognition, vocabulary development or fluency (Barry, 

2002). Too often research and practice have focused on infusing reading practices into 

content areas without deep understanding of how such practices mesh with the pedagogy 

of the content, or the culture of the teachers or students. Infusing reading across the 

curriculum ignores teacher efficacy in their abilities, beliefs about the usefulness and 

value of literacy, perceptions of what literacy is in a particular subject area, and what 

reading instruction will consist of in each content area (Franzak, 2006; O’Brien et al., 

1995). 
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As a result, middle school teachers, untrained in reading instruction for 

adolescents, often resist the actual teaching of reading and prefer to remain where they 

are most comfortable – concentrating on content. 

STATEMENT OF THE PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH  

The purpose of this qualitative study from an interpretivist paradigm was to bring 

forth an understanding of middle school language arts teachers’ beliefs about their roles 

as providers of reading instruction and their beliefs about providing reading instruction to 

struggling readers. With the current research agenda directed at struggling secondary 

readers (Kamil, 2004) and the history of failed attempts to infuse reading instruction at 

middle school or into content area classes (O’Brien, et al., 1995), it is a reasonable place 

to start by attempting to understand a particular population’s views of providing 

instruction.  

A problem with previous efforts to reduce the number of struggling readers at the 

secondary level was the assumption that because teachers recognized the needs of their 

students they would willingly provide instruction to improve their students’ reading 

skills. This assumption ignores the reality that teachers have their own convictions about 

teaching based on experiences and beliefs about the subject they teach and their students. 

Regardless of beliefs this assumption also ignores that they must accept the adoption of 

the role of reading instructor (O’Brien, 1995). This study, therefore, attempted to 

determine those beliefs and the meanings teachers attach to their roles as teachers of 

struggling middle school reading and reading instruction.   

The conceptual framework for this study is grounded in social cognitive theory 

(Bandura, 1986, 1994; Pajares, 2002). Some researchers have studied beliefs shaped by 

personal experiences and those shaped within a context or work culture based in 

Bandura’s social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1994; Goddard, Hoy, & Woolfolk-Hoy, 
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2004; Tschannen-Moran, Hoy, & Hoy, 2001). Current interest in beliefs has evolved 

beyond the self to include how roles and responsibilities shift definitions within specific 

contexts. The view that the workplace creates its own culture and is shaped by both 

personal and group beliefs may help to explain these teachers’ beliefs about their 

responsibilities in embracing the challenge of providing instruction in reading to 

struggling middle school readers.  

QUESTIONS GUIDING THE RESEARCH 

The questions guiding the research were: 

1. What are middle school language arts teachers’ perceptions and beliefs 

about their roles as providers of reading instruction? 

2. What are their perceptions and beliefs about providing reading instruction 

to struggling readers?  

3. What factors do teachers perceive affect how they enact their beliefs about 

reading instruction? 

Answers to these questions brought understanding of individual and group beliefs 

about how to provide instruction, how students are perceived, and what makes reading 

instruction possible for struggling readers in their classrooms. 
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CHAPTER II 

Review of The Literature 

Teachers’ beliefs and perspectives are bound to what they personally know and 

believe, the context in which they teach, and the community in which they work and to 

which they belong, thus making the teaching experience highly personal and complex 

(Borko & Putnam, 1996; Clark & Peterson, 1986; Mundy, Russell, & Martin, 2001). 

Assuming that teachers can easily shift their beliefs and support prescriptive, instructional 

practices ignores the personal, pedagogical, and cultural nature of teaching (O’Brien et 

al., 1995). That said, we see the spotlight of current state and federal reading policy 

shifting from early elementary to adolescent students along with the assumption that 

teachers will accept and implement curricular reading demands (Kamil, 2004; Sturtevant, 

2004). This assumption ignores the nature of teachers and teaching and the history of 

other reading- across-the-curriculum movements (Barry, 1994; O’Brien  et al., 1995). 

Beliefs take center stage in how teachers perceive their abilities to teach and how 

they define themselves. This chapter will review the literature about how teachers define 

themselves, their beliefs about instruction and the students they teach. We must first 

address the context of the problem through a brief history of education initiatives and the 

study of beliefs. Education policy directly impacts both private and group beliefs. The 

following is a brief history of education policy over the past 30 years and what research 

has discovered about teacher beliefs.  

THREE DECADES OF EDUCATION POLICIES AND TEACHER BELIEFS 

This section will look at the predominant influences on education over the past 

three decades: the standards movement, Regular Education Initiative (REI), and No Child 

Left Behind (NCLB), each with its own impact on teachers and their beliefs. 
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 Standards Movement 

A Nation at Risk (1983) predicted dire outcomes for graduating students if 

educational systems in the United States did not provide a more rigorous education (U.S. 

Department of Education). This report highlighted the inconsistencies in micro- and 

macro-systems of education and launched attempts to standardize learning expectations 

(Kendall & Marzano, 2004). The standards movement has grown since the 1980s and 

every state, grade, and content area in the nation now has standards.  

The creation of standards in every subject area was meant to make students more 

competitive internationally and to develop a system in education much like other 

professions and businesses, where specific requirements must be met to make the process 

and outcomes exemplary (Kendall & Marzano, 2004). However, at the same time experts 

and researchers in a specific field were developing national content area standards, state 

education officials were developing standards of their own. The result has been, for 

example, that the standards of the International Reading Association are not the same 

standards used in the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills standards. The creation of 

dual standards defeats the purpose of having standards, and now, 20 years after the 

beginning of the standards movement, most teachers in all disciplines still do not know 

what the national standards are (Maccini & Gagnon, 2002).  

Regular Education Initiative (REI)  

During the Reagan era, the National Commission on Excellence in Education 

proposed a plan that would provide early academic intervention to boost literacy and 

reduce special education numbers. This proposed plan was called the Regular Education 

Initiative or REI (Will, 1986). The REI initiative hoped to break down in-school 

segregation for special education students, intervene early, educate parents, and foster 

collaboration between general and special education teachers. The plan’s 
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recommendation to merge general and special education practice has become known as 

full inclusion. 

Will (1986) recommended experimental trials on these school reforms that 

included “systematic and rigorous monitoring and documentation” that would study 

systems serving all students (p. 414); however, the plan soon was implemented in 

schools, but was not embraced by teachers with the same hopefulness of creating a less-

segregated educational system for all children (Semmel, Abernathy, Butera, & Lesar, 

1991; Vaughn, Schumm, Jallad, Slusher, & Saumell, 1996).  

No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 

The current education policy, NCLB, merges the goals of the standards movement 

and REI but adds a specific method of reading instruction. With the goal of improving 

instruction for all students, particularly those who consistently score low on reading 

assessments and drop out of school in spite of previous reform efforts, NCLB reflects a 

more specific understanding of the components that make good schools work. One 

component is based on research suggesting specific instructional approaches to reading 

instruction, and that this instruction be made available to all students throughout their 

academic years (Snow et al., 1999; Torgesen, 2002; U. S. Department of Education, 

2002; U. S. Department of Health and Human Development, 2000). 

The necessity of reaching more students through effective reading instruction is of 

great value in continuing the mission begun after A Nation at Risk; however actually to 

implement a specific type of reading instruction, teachers are required to change not only 

instructional practices but also pedagogical beliefs about reading. An initial report on 

NCLB by the Harvard Civil Rights Project mirrors previous findings during REI: 

Teachers see the needs of their students but are not embracing the changes in practice and 
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beliefs required for effective implementation of the policy (Semmel et al., 1991; 

Sunderman, Tracey, Kim, & Orfield, 2004). 

Two years ago, NCLB focused on reading intervention in early elementary 

school. Now the focus is shifting to adolescent students who lack reading skills and have 

not profited from the reading research or instruction (Kammil, 2004; Sturtevant, 2004). 

Problematic for teaching students with undeveloped reading skills are the under 

researched areas of adolescent literacy and of the skills needed for specific content areas, 

as well as the compartmentalization of learning in secondary education (Curtis, 2004; 

Kamil, 2004). There have been previous reform efforts to require content area teachers to 

provide reading instruction, but they have yet to change teachers’ hearts and minds about 

their roles of being content teachers who have simply been handed the responsibility of 

providing reading instruction (Barry, 1994; Blintz, 1997; Draper & Siebert, 2005; 

O’Brien et al., 1995).  

IDEA 2004 

The recent reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA, 2006) will impact general educators’ instructional 

responsibilities in two ways: Response to Intervention or RTI and Least Restrictive 

Environment or LRE. RTI will require that, first, a student will need to receive “high 

quality research-based instruction and behavioral supports in the general education 

classroom” prior to any referral to special education (National Joint Committee on 

Learning Disabilities, 2005). The instruction and interventions are required to be 

documented for proof that a student is not able to respond to general education 

instruction. LRE requires special and general education teachers to work collaboratively 

in developing instruction, interventions and monitoring progress to keep students out of 

an isolated learning environment and in the general education classroom. While LRE is 
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not new, in combination with RTI general education teachers will be required to assume 

more responsibility for effective instruction and interventions to students who struggle. 

RTI is not specific to elementary but is applicable to all general education teachers 

regardless of grade level. 

The following review of research articles examines what is known about the ways 

in which teachers define who they are and what they believe about students and 

instruction.  In this review, I provide a conceptual framework for understanding teacher 

beliefs about self, about their students, and about instruction.  

WHAT TEACHERS BELIEVE ABOUT THEMSELVES AS TEACHERS 

Teachers come to the classroom with personal beliefs about who they will be as 

teachers and about education (Calderhead, 1996; Henson, 2002; Jordan & Stanovich, 

2003; Woolfolk & Hoy, 1990). The power of belief influences the extent to which 

personal accomplishments are achieved and help is extended to others (Goddard & Hoy, 

2001; Henson, 2001, Tschannen-Moran et al., 2001). Most personal beliefs teachers bring 

to the classroom are formed through their experiences when they were students and while 

they learned their craft (Calderhead, 1996; Friedman & Kass, 2002; Tschannen-Moran & 

Woolfolk-Hoy, 2001; Woolfolk & Hoy, 1990). For example, the first year of teaching is 

often difficult because novice teachers are making the transition from being students to 

learning about being school leaders. The initial experience of entering the teaching 

culture will either support their personal growth or negatively influence the shaping of 

new beliefs as they protect themselves in a world where they have relatively little control 

(Borko & Putnam, 1996).  Therefore, it is important to understand what is known about 

how teachers define themselves, as reflected in what they believe.  
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How Teachers Define Themselves: Self-Concept  

Teachers often define themselves as caring, but exactly what constitutes caring 

can be a challenge to define (Noddings, 2001). Teaching is considered a caring 

profession, and it is not uncommon to hear teachers describe their actions or practices as 

being something they do for someone else. Working “for the kids” would represent a way 

they define what they do. Self-concept is the way in which we define ourselves (Pajares 

& Schunk, 2001). It is not how good we feel but the way we are able to explain who we 

are and what we do. Self-concept statements that a content area teacher might make are: 

“I am a language arts teacher.” “I am a general education teacher.” “I am able to provide 

instruction to all my students.” These definitions work to develop the “expectations, 

descriptions, and prescriptions that one holds about one’s self” (Pajares & Schunk, 2001). 

Teachers also define themselves as nurturers, group leaders, and student-centered 

educators, and they define themselves by their subject areas and the personal 

relationships they develop with students (Calderhead, 1996).  

Teachers also define themselves in terms of the students they believe they are 

responsible for teaching. If they define themselves as interventionists or as teachers who 

are able to reach all children, they will provide individual instruction; however, if this is 

not how they define themselves, they will provide instruction to the group as a whole 

despite the students’ individual needs (Jordan & Stanovich, 2003). 

What Teachers Believe about Themselves: Self-Efficacy  

Teachers develop a sense of whom they are and what they do within a socially 

constructed context (Bandura, 1986, 1994; Goddard et al., 2004; Pajares, n.d.). They 

build a sense of self-efficacy for a particular task as they compare what they know and 

what they do to others in a similar context (Goddard et al., 2004). The reflective nature of 

self-efficacy would be represented in questions such as:  “Can I teach a subject?” “Can I 
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have an impact?” “Can I be effective?” These questions are broader and more connected 

to self-perception but also affect self-concept (Pajares & Schunk, 2001). Bandura (1994) 

suggests that self-efficacy is the most powerful influence over the ability to believe in our 

abilities and behavior.  

In the beginning of their careers, teachers change or adjust beliefs as they become 

more comfortable with their abilities and content area (Borko & Putnam, 1996; Levin, 

2003). Since novice teachers are more malleable, they can embrace changes more readily, 

while more experienced teachers are more closely attached to what they have seen work, 

what they know works, and what they are able to achieve, which makes it more difficult 

to influence efficacy (Borko & Putnam, 1996; Levin, 2003). Research on content area 

teachers find strong beliefs about the subjects they teach shaped by what they personally 

believe is important to know about a subject, their depth of knowledge about the subject, 

and their strength to deliver effective subject-specific instruction (Calderhead, 1996; 

Yerrick, Parke, & Nugent, 1997).   

BELIEFS ABOUT STUDENTS 

There is an assumption that every teacher enters the field aware of the negative 

impact of not believing in students. Studies on the importance of teacher expectations are 

read in every teacher preparation course. However, the following studies of teacher 

beliefs about students indicate that this remains an unresolved problem in the field.  

Student Ability  

Self-efficacy is believing in one’s ability to have an impact on student learning or 

performance (Goddard et al., 2004), just as self-concept is how a teacher defines who he 

or she is as a teacher (Pajares, 2002; Pajares & Shunk, 2001). General education teachers 

have strong beliefs about whom they are meant to teach and the type of teacher they are. 
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If students who struggle or are identified with learning disabilities are in a classroom with 

a teacher who does not believe in her ability to teach struggling students, or who does not 

define herself as a teacher of struggling students, the students will not receive effective 

instruction (Jordon & Stanovich, 2003). 

Many students who struggle with learning make up the general education 

population; due to NCLB and IDEA (2004), many students identified as having a 

learning disability will spend most of their time in general education classrooms. The 

pressure on teachers to provide instruction and have students prepared for assessment has 

resulted in teachers who are reluctant to support students who might be challenging to 

teach (Grant, 2000; Nir, 2002). General education teachers believe in their responsibility 

to the group but not necessarily to in the success of the individual and this is problematic 

under current policy. 

Guskey (1981) looked at the way teachers categorize students in two constructs: 

ability and performance. He found in a survey study of 114 general education teachers 

that they do not see themselves as responsible for an individual student’s low 

performance. Instead, they were more concerned over the low performance of the group 

and how to intervene in a manner that would increase group outcomes.  

Many general education teachers do not see themselves as responsible or 

adequately prepared to teach students who might require individual or specific 

instruction: it is just not in the vocabulary with which they define their work or 

themselves (Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Semmel et al., 1991).  But general education 

teachers are not alone in their beliefs about students. Special education teachers have 

equally supported resource rooms and pullout programs even though the research does 

not favor segregating students (Kavale & Forness, 2000). Special education teachers are 
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prone to support the opposite perception from general education teachers, with a strong 

belief in their abilities to provide instruction where general education teachers cannot.  

Understanding Cultural Difference  

Sometimes the lack of understanding others is due to lack of experience and this 

does not have an impact on how one perceives his or her own efficacy. Obiakor’s (1999) 

case studies suggest that all teachers make hasty judgments regarding ability and that 

they are sometimes simply inaccurate. Teachers might be confident of their ability and 

knowledge, but if they are culturally inexperienced their behavior indicates lack of care to 

a student, which in turn has an impact on the student’s motivation and efficacy. 

Valenzuela’s (1999) ethnography of Anglo teachers and Mexican-American students 

found that teachers’ low perceptions of students are not disguised by joking or artificial 

caring. In her study, she found that many teachers thought they were close to the students, 

a perception not reciprocated by the students. Valenzuela suggested that when schools are 

reduced to uncaring institutions and teacher effectiveness is measured in meaningless 

ways, teachers care less about their students’ successes.  

Sorrells, Schaller, and Yang (2004) found that in African American and European 

American pre-service teachers perceptions of their ability to be effective teachers to 

diverse learners and would put forth effort for students to be successful were similar, 

however, their perception of how influential they could be on a students life outside of 

school differed.  They found that African American pre-service teachers were less likely 

to correlate socioeconomic status and education to motivation to learn than European 

American pre-service teachers. Such beliefs are detrimental and have the potential to 

develop into condescending relationships between teacher and students. 
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Control of Students  

The relationship between teacher and student can be authoritative and controlling, 

particularly in schools where low teacher morale manifests itself as student control. Sava 

(2001) surveyed 109 high school teachers and 946 students to examine the relationship 

between custodial control and job satisfaction. It was found that high school teachers with 

low morale sometimes foster a negative and confrontational attitude toward the students 

when they work in what they perceive is a non-supportive school. This may be an 

attribute of the school culture or a personal attribute, but a controlling, authoritative 

approach with students is never recommended as a way to foster student learning or 

motivation (Ames & Ames, 1990). 

Motivation 

Teachers, according to some perspectives, heavily influence student motivation. 

They can either illuminate or dim learning (Moll, 2001). Intrinsic motivation is the 

ultimate goal, when students learn for the sake of learning not for an external reward 

(Ames & Ames, 1990). A teacher can affect motivation positively or negatively. If a 

student is involved in the construction of knowledge and makes choices about learning, 

chances are that the student will be intrinsically motivated to learn. When teachers allow 

little choice, prescribe what is learned, and do not value knowledge the students innately 

possess, then motivation will be lessened.  

Grades, competition, and social comparison all negatively affect motivation. 

There are phases of motivation that students pass through and teachers should respond 

guiding students to become independent, self-directed learners (Ames & Ames, 1990); 

however, if beliefs blind a teacher to the needs of the students, motivation wanes. For 

adolescent students, every ounce of motivation counts, especially as reading demands 
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increase at a time when student interest and motivation to read decreases (Friedland & 

Truscott, 2005). 

WHAT TEACHERS BELIEVE ABOUT INSTRUCTION 

Teachers define their abilities to be successful in many ways, but what they 

believe about the delivery of instruction, setting, and content is more cemented in how 

they have grown to understand themselves as teachers through past experiences with 

students and through personal definitions (Calderhead, 1996; Connelly, Clandinn, & He, 

1997; Pajares, 2002). These beliefs are closely held, even in the face of attempts to 

impose changes. Often policymakers assume teachers will transfer new research findings 

automatically into classroom practice, but studies in response to previous and current 

policies suggest that imposed change do little to change beliefs about instruction.  

REI and Teacher Beliefs  

Two significant studies in response to REI found a lack of support for full 

inclusion based on teachers’ beliefs about instruction (Semmel et al., 1991; Vaughn et al., 

1996). In response to REI, 381 general and special education teachers were surveyed 

about their beliefs about providing instruction for students in inclusive settings (Semmel 

et al., 1991). The survey results reported that both general and special education teachers 

believed that students identified with learning disabilities deserved access to the general 

curriculum, but all were content with a pullout model to deliver specific types of 

instruction (Semmel et al., 1991). The general education teachers believed they were not 

adequately prepared to deliver specific instruction; however, they did not favor possible 

in-class assistance from the special education teachers as a solution. All of the teachers 

surveyed perceived a clear separation of instructional roles and duties.  
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In 1996, after REI had been implemented for a few years, general and special 

education teachers were again surveyed about their views of full inclusion. They were 

adamant that policy was requiring them to provide instruction to students that challenged 

their abilities and their views of whole-group instruction (Vaughn et al., 1996). General 

education teachers viewed instruction as a whole-group experience and providing the 

individualized instruction needed by struggling students did not fit into their instructional 

paradigm.  

Teacher Beliefs about Instructional Practices and Assessments  

Instructional practices and beliefs are intricately interwoven, with one depending 

on the other; acceptance, and change of practices or beliefs occurs only through the 

interaction of the two, not in isolation (Calderhead, 1996). Teacher beliefs about 

pedagogical practices might change a little, so their beliefs change a little, but this takes 

time. When school reforms or initiatives are adopted, teachers are often asked to change, 

prior to their being ready to change. For example, current accountability models that 

include annual assessments of students expect teachers to change practices and prepare 

their students for participation in a high-stakes accountability system that they may not 

support or feel adequately prepared to deliver. When this occurs, the success of the 

initiative is doubtful because the teachers maintain a personal belief system about what 

instructional practices should look like. 

When the State of New York adopted an accountability system in the late 1990s, 

teachers were not as ready for the change as policymakers anticipated. Focus group 

interviews with elementary through secondary teachers of all disciplines found that the 

teachers did not feel prepared to participate in the new accountability system (Grant, 

2000). Even though the teachers attended professional development sessions in 

preparation for an assessment-aligned curriculum, they did not feel firm in their 
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understanding of why all students were required to be assessed, or why they needed to 

change their practices.  

The teachers voiced concern over their instructional practices being threatened in 

order to prepare students to take a test, and that instruction was becoming a matter of 

drilling for low-performing students instead of learning (Grant, 2000). The pressure 

placed on the teachers to have all students perform resulted in a growing reluctance to 

provide instruction for low performing students. The teachers described this as a growing 

deficit view of the children who could not pass the test. In addition, the teachers felt 

ignored by local and state administrators when they voiced concerns about the tests and 

about required changes in practices, which left them feeling powerless and frustrated. 

Ideally, assessment should tell a teacher if a student is learning and what is 

known, but an assessment should not be a punitive aspect of education (Shepard, 2001). 

Assessment should provide teachers with information about a student’s learning and 

thinking processes and should help determine interventions to fill in the gaps in 

understanding of a subject. Assessment should always relate to instruction in order to 

inform intervention. When assessment is incorrectly used, it attacks and devalues 

students, negatively impacting the motivation to learn (Ames & Ames, 1990). In the case 

of the New York teachers, they grew to see assessment as punitive to them and their 

students (Grant, 2000).  

Instructional Intentions  

Teacher beliefs about what instruction should and should not be can create 

problems for students and outcomes, particularly in content areas. NCLB, which is based 

on formalistic beliefs, may ignore the shared beliefs of the teachers. Studies on early 

elementary teachers’ perceptions of reading instruction fail to show teachers embracing 

the research base that is now guiding compliance and principles of practice (Bos, Mather, 
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Dickson, Podhajski, & Chard, 2002; Bursuck, Munk, Nelson, & Curran, 2002). In terms 

of reading instruction, teachers base what they think is good instruction on the goals they 

set for their classroom, behaviors they believe are what good readers do, familiar 

materials, understanding of diagnostic information, and a conducive environment for 

reading (DeFord, 1985). The current one-size-fits-all approach to early reading 

instruction may face more challenging resistance from content area teachers.  

For content area teachers, new instructional practices are accepted when beliefs 

align with perceived best instructional practices regardless of the content standards or 

research (Yerrick et al., 1996). For example, a study of middle school language arts 

teachers’ beliefs about instructional strategies found that they were more concerned about 

students’ feelings even when they were aware of the necessity of honestly critiquing 

student work (Pajares & Graham, 1998). This illustrates the “caring” conflict: being 

concerned with the students’ well being by misinterpreting honest, effective instructional 

feedback as the crushing of student creativity. 

 Another example of teachers’ reluctance to adopting research-supported practices 

is in the area of technology. For more than 20 years, technology has been recommended 

as a tool to expand learning possibilities for all students, yet many teachers are not able to 

incorporate the use of technology into their classrooms (Fulton & Torney-Purta, 2000). 

Content area teachers can be tightly bound to the instructional culture of the subject and 

may not be able to incorporate new instructional strategies into their pedagogy. For 

example, a more traditional teacher with less experience with computers might resist a 

student-centered learning text review using computers and continue using whole group 

review of the text (Fulton & Torney-Purta, 2000).     
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Beliefs about Reading Instruction 

Beliefs about how they define reading instruction are based on personal 

knowledge about reading and that is not always aligned with scientific-based reading 

research (Bos et al., 2002; Bursuck et al., 2002; Moats & Forman, 2003). The previous 

reading instruction trend was whole language instruction, which used less direct skill 

instruction than the currently recommended scientific- based reading instruction, 

however, many teachers still believe what works for their students is aligned with whole 

language instruction. Research with elementary school teachers indicates that teachers 

may neither be familiar with nor support reading instruction that uses a firm foundation in 

letter/sound correspondences and well-developed decoding skills (Bos et al., 2002; 

Bursuck et al., 2002; Moats & Forman, 2003).  

READING INSTRUCTION AND LITERACY INSTRUCTION 

At middle school, when students still need instruction in foundational reading 

skills, many content area teachers are familiar with comprehension strategies and little 

else; for students who lack word-attack, letter-sound knowledge, vocabulary, or fluency, 

this is insufficient (Archer, 2004; Barry, 2002, Pressley, 2004).  

Students who struggle with reading can lack a number of specific skills. Bully and 

Valencia (2003) in response to high stakes testing of fourth grade students identified six 

potential groupings of reading difficulties that would prevent students from being 

proficient readers. The difficulties manifest in such skills as poor word identification, 

insufficient vocabulary, and non-fluent reading. Only 9% of the students in their study 

were low enough in all areas of word identification, word meaning and fluency to be 

identified as having a genuine reading disability. What this means is that approaching 

reading instruction or early intervention solely through stressing letter/sound 
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correspondences and well-developed decoding skills ignores language acquisition issues 

and other skills that later develop into reading difficulties.   

Starting in fourth grade reading instruction changes from learning to read 

instruction to reading to learn instruction (Chall, 1983). In other words, instruction that 

will mature the literacy of the students, and might be referred to as literacy instruction. 

There are many students who pass through elementary building skills, but there is 

evidence that reading skills that decrease after fourth grade may be due to late-emerging 

reading disabilities (Leach et al., 2003). The word identification, vocabulary and fluency 

skills that worked throughout early elementary are no longer sufficient for the quality and 

quantity of reading required in late elementary or middle school. For students who know 

how to read, comprehension strategy instruction will continue to improve their reading 

skills, but for those who struggle with reading or for those with late-emerging reading 

disabilities, no amount of comprehension strategy instruction will replace the discrete 

skills they need (Torgeson, 2002).  

Reading Instruction Over Time 

Learning to read is not a natural process. The process of connecting symbols and 

sounds comes easily for some children, but for the many it does not (Lyon, 2003). Early 

in a student’s education reading instruction take place in the general education classroom. 

Under current education policy, this instruction should be a systematic and explicit. 

Following the guidance of the National Reading Panel Report (2000), the five areas of 

early reading instruction are phonemic awareness, phonics instruction, fluency, 

vocabulary, and text comprehension. Through building a foundation in letter sound 

relationships then becoming fluent in oral replication, it is believed that students who 

struggle in learning to read will have fewer problems (Lyon, 2003; Torgeson, 2002). 

Also, under current policies, intervention would begin in kindergarten and occur in the 
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general education classroom, first (O’Connor, Harty, & Fulmer, 2005); however, for most 

students in middle school today this would not have been part of their early learning 

experiences. Even with the current provision for earlier interventions, content area 

teachers are in a dilemma; Students’ need matured reading skills because the structure of 

the middle school content area curriculum does not include reading instruction.  

What Happened before Middle School 

Previously, when students failed to acquire early reading skills in kindergarten, 

pullout interventions, such as Title I, were implemented. These interventions would 

provide more reading instruction, possibly from a specific program (e.g., Reading 

Recovery). This first intervention may or may not be aligned with the general classroom 

curriculum or instruction but students received more focused, one-on-one instruction. If 

pull-out interventions were not successful, by fourth grade, students would be identified 

for special education and dependent on the school structure, the student may spend the 

entire day learning all subject areas at a classroom with fewer students, working at a 

slower pace, having instruction modified to the specific identified needs of the student, 

and with a teacher who is licensed in special education and trained in differentiated 

instruction.  

Middle School Reading Instruction – The Duality of Content and Literacy 

While policy would like it to be so: Every teacher is not a teacher of reading in 

either general or special education (Fisher & Ivey, 2005). Reading at the secondary level 

is what happens as students further develop their existing skills in content areas, thus, 

maturing literacy through content instruction. However, the development of these reading 

or literacy skills is often believed to be the responsibility of English/language arts 
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teachers, but these teachers may belief they are responsible for providing only content 

instruction.  

English or language arts content instruction is theoretically aligned to standards, 

and now it is recommended that special education also is aligned with grade appropriate 

standards (Erickson, Ysseldyke, Thurlow, & Elliot, 1998). There is no research on what 

standard reading instructional practices should take place in secondary classrooms. Even 

reading standards from the International Reading Association (2003), and standards for 

middle and high school literacy coaches developed by the IRA with other content area 

national organizations (2006) for secondary students work from a perspective that 

students are reading without difficulty.  

Secondary content area instruction relies on students developing more 

sophisticated reading skills. Mallette, Henk, Waggoner, and DeLancy (2005) defined 

aspects of basic literacies necessary for secondary students as: reading comprehension, 

vocabulary, word identification, fluency, writing, and literature. These are often the skills 

that either open or close off access to curricula, particularly in secondary where non-

fluent reading interferes with a student’s ability to access the quantity of required reading 

(Pasinski et al., 2005). Ideally, core content area literacy instruction incorporates teaching 

comprehension and reading strategies, and building motivation (Draper & Siebert, 2005; 

Moje, Ciechanowski, Kramer, Ellis, Carrillo, & Callazo, 2004; Stahl & Shanahan, 2004) 

Instruction for Students Identified for Special Education 

In secondary special education resource rooms, which are to diminish under 

IDEA 2004, reading instruction would not necessarily be part of the curriculum. Help 

with homework or modified instruction to parallel the general education curriculum 

might be the norm. Swanson and Deshler (2003) recommend specific intervention 

strategies be used to enhance learning. These include questioning, sequencing and 
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segmentation, skill modeling, organization and explicit practice, small group setting, 

homework help, technology and scaffolding, many of the same sort of instructional 

practices elementary students would use. Due to the quantity of work and possibly 

students’ own working memories, they recommend advance organization and explicit 

practice as being the most beneficial to students with HLD. However, these are 

instructional strategies, not reading instruction. 

Inclusion is now model used in most secondary schools. Just as there is no 

specific definition of what reading instruction would look like at secondary, so is there no 

specific model for inclusion. Schools may pair a licensed special education teacher 

teaming with a general education teacher or students may have the option to seek 

additional help in a Content Mastery (CM) or in-school tutoring class. Under these 

conditions, students identified for special education may receive more reading and 

literacy instruction in the general education classroom than any place else in secondary 

settings.  

SUMMARY 

Teachers have very definite beliefs about who they are as teachers, who they are 

able, or willing, to teach, and what they teach. Their definitions are practical and closely 

related to their classrooms and students, which makes self-concept and efficacy essential 

to any sort of change when considering initiatives that impact practice (Connelly et al., 

1997), particularly when policies or reforms do not relate to their personal perception 

(Friedland & Truscott, 2005; Fulton & Torney-Purta, 2000; Pajares & Graham, 1998).  

These findings do not suggest that middle or high school content area teachers 

will quickly embrace the task of improving reading skills for struggling readers. When 

teachers are allowed to, they will build a beliefs arsenal early in their careers and fiercely 

defend it. It is important to be open to learning throughout one’s career and not let the 
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development of beliefs become arrested; however, policy demands that disregard the 

power of beliefs have less chance of success. This is not to suggest that teachers never be 

challenged or asked to examine their beliefs. 

Expecting secondary teachers to teach reading is not new, but it has not always 

been accepted or done well (Barry, 1994; Pressley, 2004). There is now a call to learn 

more about adolescent literacy, what works best for older readers who struggle, and what 

works best in content area classes (Curtis, 2002; Kamil, 2004; O’Brien et al., 1995).  This 

is not an issue of teacher knowledge: It is an issue of providing reading instruction to 

students who are rapidly losing the motivation to participate in the curriculum and of 

teachers who may be afraid to risk teaching something they cannot envision 

pedagogically, in their curriculum, or personally enacting.  

The first place to start is through building an understanding in order to explain the 

beliefs of teachers in a specific content area about themselves as reading teachers, why 

they believe it is possible to work with struggling readers, and what they believe is 

effective reading instruction. Understanding the beliefs of middle school language arts 

teachers who are being held accountable for student outcomes is the first step in 

understanding. 

Enough has been done to determine the severity of the problem for students who 

struggle with accessing the curriculum and losing motivation for school, and teachers 

who would rather control students than teach. More must be done to understand teachers 

who are able to avoid the status quo and whose beliefs foster positive school experiences 

for students and teachers. 
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CHAPTER III 

Method 

The purpose of this exploratory qualitative study was to capture a group of 

successful middle school language arts teachers’ perspectives and beliefs about their roles 

as reading teachers to struggling students.  Data were captured through questionnaires, 

focus group discussions, and interviews.  

Inadequate reading skills are often cited as the barrier between students and their 

ability to access the curriculum (Torgesen, 2002); thus, policies like NCLB and IDEA 

have been enacted to ensure all students are to be taught to read using scientifically based 

reading practices, and students’ acquisition of knowledge is then measured through state-

determined accountability measures (NCLB, 2002). However, not all students have 

gained strong reading skills required to participate in the general education curriculum by 

the time they have enter middle school; some need further instruction to improve reading 

skills (McCray et al., 2001; Moody, Vaughn, Hughes, & Fischer, 2001).  

A solution adopted by many middle schools has been to provide reading 

instruction in all general education classrooms (Bryant et al., 2000, O’Brien et al., 1995; 

Pressley, 2004). The newly authorized IDEA (2004) requires all K-12 general education 

teachers to provide the intervention to students having difficulties (IDEA, 2004). Under 

IDEA, prior to referral to special education school faculty must utilize a Response to 

Intervention (RTI) approach. While it is rare that students are referred after elementary 

school, it does happen. RTI has the potential to have a huge impact on all general 

education teachers because it will require them to assume the role of interventionist. 

Also, with the requirements of IDEA coupled with NCLB there is a resurgence of the 

practice of full inclusion. 
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Full inclusion classrooms require general education teachers to assume an 

interventionists role, particularly that of reading teacher if reading is the area of 

difficulty, in addition to their content area instructional responsibilities. This form of 

intervention also assume teachers are familiar with reading instruction when reading 

instruction is needed and literacy instruction for students who do not struggle with 

reading. And most of all, asking teacher to act as interventionists assume teachers are 

willing and able to provide additional instruction to all of their students.  

This chapter will describe the qualitative methodology for the study including 

research design, participant selection, data instruments, collection, procedures, and 

analyses.  

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Qualitative research methods are best suited for this research which used an 

interpretivist paradigm that seeks to understand and provide insights into the beliefs and 

realties of a purposefully selected group of middle school language arts teachers who 

provide reading instruction to struggling readers (Glesne, 1999; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 

2003). From an interpretivist paradigm, the dynamics and dimensions of the teachers’ 

social world will be explained through reconstructing the participants’ beliefs, opinions, 

and actions they have come to understand in response to their world (Christians, 2005).   

At present, education policy and federally supporting post-positivist research 

ignores the reality of educational systems and those who are asked to carry out research-

based policy (Allington, 2002; Dudley-Marling, 2005). When a conflict between what is 

required to happen and the reality of the situation develops, forcing change does little to 

bring about the intended change. In fact, forced change that occurs before people have 

time to change or alter their beliefs often does not lead to the intended change at all, but 
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instead leads to resentment and silence. That is why for this study, a methodology that 

allows for multiple voices, beliefs and opinions will be used. 

Three Assumptions about Qualitative Research  

The first assumption of qualitative research is that there are multiple views of the 

same reality and that these realities are socially constructed. Qualitative studies are 

designed to acknowledge the range of realities participants will bring to the research and 

the factors that motivate or constrain them (Patton, 2002). The participants in the 

qualitative studies are encouraged to freely express opinions and ideas that may exist 

individually or shared by a community (Morgan, 1997).   

A second assumption of qualitative research is the acknowledgement of the 

researcher as instrument. This assumption acknowledges that the researcher is part of the 

study and brings another lens through which the data are interpreted (Denzin, 1989; 

Glesne, 1999, Morgan, 1997; Wellington, 2000), while attempting to objectively 

understand the participants. The researcher brings perceptions and knowledge both to the 

relationship and to the interpretation of the data; thus it must be acknowledged the 

interpretation will be influenced by the history and experiences of the researcher. The 

inquirer and respondent relationship is a challenge in qualitative research; however, it is 

also a strength and limitation of qualitative research (Patton, 2002). It is strength to be 

able to build trust and understanding with the participants, but it can become a limitation 

if passion and empathy interfere with interpreting the data (Patton, 2002).  

The third assumption, finding relationships particular to the context, is 

fundamental to the results of this inquiry.  Qualitative research seeks to describe a reality 

that exists for a population that shares some unifying elements (Wellington, 2000). 

Participants of this study are members of a specific educational field who share a similar 

work context that may not exist elsewhere. Over time every context develops a culture 
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with traditions, symbolic interactions, and language that can only be accessed by 

conducting research in the context (Denzin, 1989; Patton, 2002).  

This problem, these participants, and my questions would be better understood 

through the reconstructing of the findings using an interpretive process. Denzin (1989) 

developed a framework he called the Interpretive Interactionism Process to conduct 

research and the following defines the steps to be used. 

THEORETICAL APPROACH: ASPECTS OF INTERPRETIVE RESEARCH 

Based on my previous experiences as a teacher and other professional work in the 

field of education, I came to this research study having had a role from top to bottom in 

educational fields and institutions. Interpretivism seemed the most appropriate paradigm 

when I considered the best methodology for research that will explain and bring 

understanding to a phenomenon, and that would recognize personal biases and how I see 

the need for a study on this topic. The following lists and briefly explains Denzin’s 

(1989) six steps to the Interpretive Process, which will be used in this study: 

Framing the research question(s): 

Deconstruction and critical analysis prior to conceptions of the phenomenon: 

Capturing the phenomenon; 

Bracketing; 

Construction; and 

Contextualizing. 

Denzin suggests that researcher and subject frame the research questions. The 

researcher’s experiences contribute to wanting to understand the subject, and the 

questions asked would lead to an understanding of how, not why, something happens. For 

example, this study is the result of my working with teachers for over ten years and their 
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questions, comments, and ideas helped to shape the questions of this study, which could 

only be answered by teachers in a particular context. 

Deconstruction requires the researcher to read critically and deeply to understand 

the research and nature of the phenomenon to be studied. Through deconstruction the 

researcher grows to understand previously accepted theories or methodologies then 

building a new view of the phenomenon. 

Capturing studies the phenomenon in the natural world of the participant. This 

step respects context and allows for multiple voices to be included in the study. 

Bracketing involves relating what is heard or provided by the participants that 

speak to the questions of the study. In a sense, this is deconstructing the data looking for 

the key phrases, words, or hidden meanings. The key phrases or words are crucial to the 

next step of construction. 

Construction rebuilds the key phrases or words and builds a classification or 

order. Both bracketing and construction are parts of the analysis and will be discussed 

later in the methodology chapter as the initial analysis of the data, looking for themes and 

patterns, and then using a matrix. 

Contexualization takes the themes and patterns found through the bracketing and 

construction process and pulls these back into the context of the phenomenon studied.  

This study used this theoretical framework to gather, analyze, and report findings. 

My hope was to build a respectful, multi-voiced understanding that brings those who read 

it to a richer sensitivity of content area teachers asked to provide reading instruction and 

impact research and personal education agendas concerning content area teachers. This 

study takes on questions where, “pedagogy, politics, and interpretive inquiry intersect and 

interanimate each other”; and the questions are most appropriately answered by using 

group and individual interviews (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005, p. 903).   
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The following section discusses the rationale for the purposeful selection of 

participants and how using focus groups and interviews are appropriate methods of data 

collection.  

WHY FOCUS GROUPS AND INTERVIEWS 

Focus group discussions used in interpretive research are useful when trying to 

probe deeper into an area where the perceptions and beliefs of the participants are the 

goal of the study (Vaughn, Schumm, & Sinagub, 1996).  Focus group research does not 

seek to educate or bring a group to consensus, but instead is a tool of understanding done 

through recording of behaviors and opinions (Krueger & Casey, 2000).  

Focus group discussions are recommended to capture multiple views of a reality 

for a number of reasons (Denzin, 1989; Morgan, 1997; Patton, 2002). First, a focus group 

discussion should be just that: an honest, open discussion of a topic (Krueger & Casey, 

2000; Vaughn et al., 1996). Second, for many people natural conversation is a form of 

discourse that allows for the revealing of beliefs and sharing of ideas (Patton, 2002). 

Third, the field of education is dominated by women and discussion is the way in which 

women share intimacies and ideas (Madriz, 2000).  

Even though focus group discussions should be similar to a natural and rich 

conversation, sometimes participants are uncomfortable discussing perceptions in a group 

or the dynamic of the group is off-putting, so I gathered data by interviewing some of the 

participants. For some, one-on-one conversations are more comfortable forms of 

communication, and interviews can be used to probe deeper into personal perceptions of 

reality (Morgan, 1997). Also, interviewing is useful for member checking and adds 

another data source for triangulation (Morgan, 1997). 
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When focus group discussions and interviews take place at school sites it is 

possible to capture the realities and discover the subtle views in the context of the world 

the participants work and live (Morgan, 1997; Vaughn et al., 1996).   

PARTICIPANT SELECTION: PURPOSEFUL SELECTION  

Purposeful selection design strategy is used with homogeneous samples when the 

research questions seek to capture the multiple views of reality that are shared within the 

group, particularly with a subgroup of a population, and particularly with focus group 

methodology (Krueger & Casey, 2000; Patton, 2002). Using purposeful selection also 

narrows the inquiry to the socially constructed multiple views that exist within groups 

(Patton, 2002).  

Rather than random selection, at every phase of the research the participants are 

selected for specific qualities (Merriam, 1998; Morgan, 1997; Patton, 2002; Vaughn et 

al., 1996). Purposeful sampling allows selection of participants that can provide deeper 

insight into the phenomenon under study (Glesne, 1999; Patton, 2002; Yin, 2003). The 

selection of participants allowed for representation of the continuum of perspectives, 

from supporters to resisters of a particular phenomenon, rather than a representation of 

the majority perspective. This was the appropriate design strategy for this study because I 

am interested in understanding what a subgroup of teachers (middle school language arts) 

perceive about reading instruction and their role in the delivery of instruction to a specific 

population. The district and the specific population of teachers were selected purposefully 

selected in this study.  

Purposeful Selection of a District 

It would have been easy to select a school district that has schools in need of 

improvement, which would have suggested that the instructional needs of students were 
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not being met. In 2004, Dr. Mary Poplin visited The University of Texas at Austin to 

discuss her work: She recommended that, as researchers, we begin to look at what works 

in schools. She pointed out that we could study schools that do not work and continue to 

add to the plethora of research on ineffective schools, but challenged us to study schools 

that do work and are accountable to their students.   

According to national assessment scores, African American, Hispanic, and Native 

American students consistently perform significantly below a determined average for 

over thirty years; therefore, I found a school district where the composition of the student 

population and their academic success defied national assessment findings.  

District profile  

I selected a school district close to a major university in the Texas. The district 

had four middle schools, approximately 48 language arts teachers, and a diverse 

population of students (22.1% African American, 31.9% Hispanic, 37.5% White, 8.2% 

Asian/Pacific Islander, and 0.4% Native American) with no middle schools classified as 

low performing (Texas Education Agency, 2005). In this district, according to 2004-2005 

Texas Education Agency data, 36.2% of the students are identified as economically 

disadvantaged and 39.1% are at educational risk, compared with the state’s percentage of 

54.6% and 45.8%. The district reported that 95% of their students read on grade level 

when they exit middle school and that all of the middle school teachers were trained in 

reading strategies (personal communication, March 2005). According to Texas Education 

Agency TAKS data (2005), 85% of all middle school students in the district met the 

TAKS reading standard during the 2004-2005 academic year, and at every school the 

percentage of students in all sub-groupings had increased from the previous year (Table 

3.1). Table 3.1 further disaggregates by sub-groups how the students preformed on the 

TAKS in academic years 2004 and 2005.   



 40

Table 3.1 

2004 and 2005 TAKS Reading Data for Schools in Study  

 

Student Descriptor  Percentage of the Population Meeting TAKS Standard 

                                School 1          School 2           School 3         School 4 

 
African American 

2004   72%  75%  70%  62% 
2005   80%  81%  84%  73% 

 
Hispanic 

2004   79%  84%  76%  66% 
2005   89%  87%  78%  75% 

 
White 

2004   90%  89%  92%  83% 
2005   92%  95%  92%  90% 

 
Asian/Pacific Islander 
 2004   89%  89%  88%  88% 
 2005   94%  96%  95%  90% 
 
Native American 

2004     -    -    -    - 
2005     -    -    -    - 

 
Economically Disadvantaged 

2004   70%  72%  71%  64% 
2005   83%  81%  78%  74% 

 
Special Education 

2004   66%  55%  65%  40% 
2005   83%  82%  74%  70% 

 
Limited English Proficient 

2004   50%  47%  36%  25% 
2005   62%  53%  42%  56% 
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The district had made systemic changes over the years to address the reading needs of 

middle school students. First, they had done away with resource rooms and used an 

inclusion design. There was Content Mastery for students identified with learning 

disabilities and in some classes there was an additional teacher for inclusion support. The 

general education teachers were included in the IEP process and provided information 

about students’ needs and educational goals. Also, the district had identified students 

under 504 and also developed educational plans for these students (personal 

communication).  

Another systemic change implemented in the district was an elective class called 

CARE. This was a reading class to support those students who had failed the TAKS the 

year before or who were at risk of failing due to poor reading skills. This was not a class 

available to students identified for special education, but for struggling readers. Each 

school was allowed to develop a plan to identify and recommend students for the 

elective. At each school, instructional content and exit strategy from the CARE class was 

also developed to meet the needs of the students and teachers in the school.  

Part of the student identification process was to lexile test every student in the fall 

and use this data as part of the selection process for students in the CARE class.  Lexile 

tests for students provided teachers with a number between 200L and 1700L that 

indicated reading ability (Lexile Framework for Reading, 2004). Texts can be lexiled by 

counting lines per sentence and number of syllables per words that indicates readability 

and these text lexile scores correlate to student lexile test scores. The students’ scores and 

text scores are matched for teachers to direct students to texts that are not beyond or 

below their reading abilities.  In some of the schools, the librarians had lexiled the 

holdings of the library so teachers could easily direct students to appropriate texts. Lexile 
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score was a common language used in the district, and even the Pre-AP summer reading 

texts have a lexile score. 

The district had also provided professional development for all teachers in 

differentiated instruction and book clubs. The result was that all teachers were familiar 

with teaching methodologies that would be useful in an inclusion classroom. The book 

club methodology helped the teachers break students into smaller groups. While the 

teachers were able to personalize how to enact the methodology, there was a common 

language and practice among them.  Also, the book club professional developments 

encouraged more student-centered, student-selected instruction, moving away from 

teacher-centered learning.  

Participants Selection 

The participants in this study were middle school language arts teachers who 

teach in the selected district. Participants were selected from the pool of teachers who 

voluntarily agreed to participate in the study.  The questionnaire was administered and 

asked for demographic data and perceptions about their roles, students, and the type of 

instruction they provide. During the piloting of the questions and data collection 

instruments prior to the study there were three areas that seemed to be important: (a) time 

in the field, (b) preservice training. The following addresses what was found while 

piloting the questions. 

Influence of time in the field  

Teachers who participated in the piloting of the questions and who had fewer than 

five years teaching experience reported that providing reading instruction to their 

students was their responsibility and the only way to assure students would access the 
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curriculum.  Teachers who participated in the pilots with ten or more years in the field 

did not share this belief about responsibility to provide reading instruction.  

Influence of preservice training  

Preservice training for middle school teachers has changed due to licensing 

regulations, and now there are teachers with English/language arts training, elementary 

education training, and also alternative certification training. Prior to the study when the 

questions were piloted with both graduates of alternative teacher certification programs 

and those from traditional programs, discussions among teachers revealed distinct 

differences of opinion when the discussion turned to assuming responsibility for 

struggling students in a general education setting. Graduates of alternative programs 

spoke of an “urgency” to improve the reading ability of their students, whereas, graduates 

of traditional programs teaching similar subjects openly stated if a student struggled in 

reading, it was not their responsibility to provide intervention. I wanted to be sure 

teachers from all preservice areas were represented in the study.  

An additional consideration: Gender 

Key to successful focus groups and other types of discussions is the use of 

homogeneous grouping. A homogeneous group allows for the building of emotional 

connections, shared histories and eliminates any potential issues of power. In the selected 

district according to 2005 TEA data, the middle school language arts teachers are 

predominantly female (79.6%), so the three male teachers who volunteered to participate 

formed one of the focus groups.  

Participant Profile 

The 26 teachers who agreed to participate in the study possessed the qualities that 

were important to be represented (Table 3.2).  
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Table 3.2  

Profile of Teacher Participants 

Category          School 1   School 2   School 3   School 4   Total       % 

 
 
Participants per school 8 9 8 1 26 100%

Time in Field       

     1-5 years 3 1 3 - 7 27% 

    6-15 years 2 6 3 - 11 42% 

     15 or more years 3 2 2 1 8 31% 

Original Certification       

     Elementary Education 1 5 2 - 8 31% 

     Language Arts 5 1 5 - 11 42% 

     Alternative 1 3 1 - 5 19% 

     Special Education - - - 1 1 4% 

     Kinesiology 1 - -  1 4% 

Gender        

     Female 8 9 5 1 23 88% 

     Male   3  3 12% 

 

 

Time in field  

Teachers who agreed to participate in the study were not over balanced in time in 

field. This quality was broken into three spans of time: 16 or more years; 6-15 years; and 
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less than 5 years, a span approved by the district language arts coordinator (personal 

communication). The teachers represented: Eight with 16 or more years of time in field; 

11 with 6-15 years of time in field; and 7 with less than 5 years of time in field. 

Preservice training  

Teachers who agreed to participate in the study represented multiple preservice 

training perspectives: Eleven English/language arts; 8 elementary; 5 alternative 

certifications (BA prior to teaching, 2 English, 1 journalism, 1 communications, 1 

business); 1 special education; and 1 with a BS in kinesiology who later acquired a MA 

in reading. 

Gender  

Teachers in the district were predominantly female. Of the 48 middle school 

language arts teachers in the district, 42 were female and 6 were male. Of those who 

agree to participate in the study, 23 were female and 3 were male.  

DATA COLLECTION 

Prior to the beginning of the study, district and school administrators were 

provided with information about the study and some of the data instruments (Appendices 

A through E). The following discusses the data instruments used in the study.  

Data Instruments 

Data instruments used in the study were a questionnaire (Appendix C), focus 

group guide (Appendix D), semi-structured interview guide (Appendix E), and field note 

template (Appendices F and G).  

All of the questions used in the focus group guides had been piloted in 2005 with 

small groups of teachers representing late elementary to high school language arts 

teachers for clarity of the language. I piloted the questions with the broad range of grade 
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level teachers because it was important not to assume there is a universal understanding 

of terms between participants and me, and because starting in fourth grade the focus of 

reading instruction is generally reading to learn, not learning to read (Leach et al., 2003).   

The focus group and interview questions were first piloted in the fall in a focus 

group with fourth through eighth grade teachers. The questionnaire questions were 

piloted using a cognitive interview technique recommended for survey construction 

(Fowler, 2002). In the early spring, the focus group questions were piloted with middle 

and high school content area teachers, and the questionnaire was again piloted with a 

group of high school teachers. Each time I reviewed the responses to see if I was 

understood and if I was getting more than just a simple answer to the questions. For 

example, when I asked, “As a classroom teacher, do you feel that it is your responsibility 

to teach reading? “ participants generally answered, “Yes”, but this is a closed question 

and does not dig deep enough.  To dig deeper, additional questions asking participants to 

describe their work and students were added.  

By piloting the questions I became familiar with specific areas in which to probe 

deeper, particularly when I asked questions about the students in their classrooms and the 

type of instruction they believed they provided. Piloting the questions had assured me 

that I needed to be sure to be speaking in the same language as the participants in order to 

capture their ideas quickly and accurately. The questions provided me with better 

information and were easier for participants to understand.  

A script using five types of questions was developed and used for focus groups 

and semi-structured interviews (Appendix D and E). The five types of questions used are: 

opening, introductory, transition, key, and ending questions (Krueger & Casey, 2000).  

Using a sequenced guide encouraged discussion and avoided jumping too quickly to the 
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key questions. Discussions unfolded naturally and provided a way for deeper probing and 

thought to occur. 

All instruments used to collect the data supported the theoretical approach of the 

study from framing the questions to contexualization of the data. The following defines 

the tools used in the study.  

Questionnaire  

The questionnaire (Appendix C) was used to collect demographic data on the 

participants and to screen for initial beliefs about teaching reading in content area 

classrooms.  

Focus Group Guide  

The questions developed in the focus group guide prompted discussion among the 

participants to gather information related to the three main research questions (Appendix 

I). The questions were open ended to encourage discussion about perceptions and beliefs 

about reading instruction and the role the teachers played. Each focus group concluded 

with two steps: summary and first analysis in order to bracket the information.  

Field Notes/Debriefing Form 

Throughout the focus group discussion, the moderator and assistant moderator 

kept notes using the Field note/Debriefing form (Appendix G). This form was designed to 

note responses to questions and other verbal and non-verbal responses. At the end of the 

discussion the information on the form was used to summarize what the moderator and 

assistant moderator heard the group discuss. After each focus group, the moderator and 

assistant moderator used this form during a debriefing to note emerging themes, patterns, 

and areas to pay attention to during analysis. This information was used to note areas to 
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be mindful of during analysis and add to the construction of meaning. It was also used to 

reshape the shape the questions used in the semi-structured individual interviews. 

Interview Guide 

The questions in this guide (Appendix E) aligned with the main ideas of the study 

questions and group discussions; however, since the intent of a semi-structured interview 

was to probe deeper these questions required reconsideration after the focus groups. The 

teachers had answered many of the questions during the focus groups and had bought out 

new topics and hidden meaning I had not previously considered. The questions were 

revised to draw on their beliefs about responsibilities and what supports or inhibits them 

from acting on their beliefs. 

Researcher as Instrument 

I came to this study with my own biases developed over time about teachers, 

reading instruction, working in inclusive settings, and accepting new and unanticipated 

roles. It is my perception that many of the current expectations placed on classroom 

teachers to become reading teachers takes for granted that they accept such changes and 

that their understanding of reading instruction supports their ability to enact such change. 

For teachers who either willingly accepted or rejected the role of reading teacher, I 

wanted to know what beliefs they held about reading, struggling students, and what 

brought them to accepting or rejecting instructional responsibilities unrelated to their 

content area.  

There are three significant experiences that have shaped my perceptions about 

reading instruction in content area classrooms: (a) My own experience as a high school 

English/language arts teacher; (b) experiences in leading education policy initiatives; and 



 49

(c) experiences in providing professional development in reading to middle and high 

school content area teachers. 

As a high school English/language arts teacher I taught in full inclusion 

classrooms, some with great support systems for students with identified with high and 

low incidence disabilities and some with no support system at all. During my preservice 

training, every education student regardless of specialty was required to take a reading 

across the curriculum class. The focus was primarily on selecting engaging texts and 

including writing in every content area. I recall the language arts teachers as the only 

willing participants in this class. The rest grumbled about not having time to grade papers 

or read additional texts. This was the only “reading” instruction I had prior to entering the 

classroom. I was taught about the content, literature, and writing. 

The reality of the reading abilities of high school students was challenging. While 

I was well versed in the content and in writing instruction, many of the students did not 

possess the reading skills needed to access what I required them to read. Over the years I 

had ‘conversations’ with other teachers and friends about students’ lack of proficient 

reading skills, and there were many who suggested that I taught reading because I was 

teaching English. This was not true. I taught literature, writing, and a weekly vocabulary 

assignment, but I did not teach my students to improve their basic reading skills or 

mature literacy skills. I had experience working in adult literacy programs where I had 

systematically taught decoding, word identification, and comprehension strategies, but I 

was not able to generalize what I knew about this sort of skill instruction into the 

curricula designed for courses such as British literature, American literature, Advanced 

Placement literature and composition, Advanced Placement language and composition, or 

composition. My knowledge was all very compartmentalized. I was expecting students to 

be done with reading instruction and have the mature reading skills (or what I call 



 50

literacy skills) to access complicated text and engage in discussion. Literacy instruction 

implies maturing the skills acquired through reading instruction and using them to do 

more than decode words.  

My second experience, as a state department of education representative for the 

Reading Excellence Act and language arts consultant, was during the thrust of the 

standards movement. The ideas and policies that supported research-based reading 

instruction appeared to be the answer to addressing the needs of so many students who 

were not learning to read in elementary school and then struggled with curricular 

demands in middle and high school. What I experienced was an initial enthusiasm about 

the funding that would support district and school based reading initiatives but the depth 

of change in instructional practices required by teachers left them feeling that the work 

they believed was effective with their students was discounted by the research. The 

notion of something being research-based meant little to the teachers. If the research 

results or the required explicit instructional practices were not things they could imagine 

themselves using or performing (e.g., using scripted reading programs such as Success 

For All), they would resist. I recall being on a tour of an elementary school where the 

principal was so pleased with the school’s implementation of a scripted reading program. 

In classroom after classroom I witnessed the most unenthusiastic, monotonous instruction 

as the teachers read word for word from the script. This was a school desperate for 

something that worked, that the teachers had voted on the program. But the structure of 

the program was so rigid in practice that they believed it robbed them of the creativity 

and motivation they believed teachers brought to classroom instruction. The rigid 

structure of the program and the requirement that they teach it as it was presented erased 

all signs of their professional wisdom. In this experience, my enthusiasm for the research 

and potential results ran up against the beliefs of teachers about their professional 
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knowledge in reading. It was not my intention to discount what they knew, but the policy 

did just that, and in the end the students never made the gains promised by the research-

based programs. From this experience, I began to consider the ways in which teachers’ 

beliefs about implementing policy affected their day-to-day practice. 

My third experience, and certainly to me the most influential in terms of this 

study, was in providing professional development in reading to middle and high school 

content area teachers. This is a current hot topic in the research and professional 

development community; however, six years ago I worked for a regional comprehensive 

center providing reading instruction to middle school teachers in low performing schools, 

and then five years later on a similar project. Each had similar results. Teachers in all of 

these projects volunteered for the professional development because they identified the 

reading deficits of their students and attested to feeling unprepared during their preservice 

training to address the reading needs of their students. However, when the professional 

development topic in each of these settings focused on components of reading skill (e.g., 

letter-sound identification or decoding, word identification, or word attack) it was as if I 

was back in the reading across the curriculum class. Attempting to teach these discrete 

skills - those needed to approach text or any “learning to read skill” (Chall, 1983) that 

students may lack or need to bolster to access middle or high school reading materials 

(Leach et al., 2003) resulted in teacher behaviors such as crossed arms, off-topic 

conversations, or criticism. Teaching discrete reading skills was not something teachers 

of adolescents were willing to take on; even if they were able to identify this was what 

their students lacked. However, when the professional developments switched to “reading 

to learn skills” (Chall, 1983), which could also be described as “content literacy” (Fisher 

& Ivey, 2005), or maturing reading skills, to that of literacy, the teachers would pay more 

attention. Post-professional development classroom observations did not necessarily 
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result in seeing the teachers’ practicing what had been presented, but they did listen to the 

idea of literacy or reading to learn instruction. For some reason, when the conversation or 

discourse changed to “literacy”, the teachers were more receptive. This could be, as 

Fisher and Ivey (2005) state: 

 (T)he expanded notion of content literacy is a more productive way to think 
about reading and writing across the curriculum. Content literacy supports the 
view that students construct and co-construct knowledge through activities such 
as discussion and reading and writing from multiple perspectives (p. 5).  

Learning vocabulary-building strategies that could be used in any content area or 

writing activities (e.g., RAFT) (Topping & McManus, 2002), activities that teachers 

could envision in the context of their classroom regardless of the content area did not 

result in the same resistant behaviors exhibit as the reading skill instruction activities did. 

I learned something else from these experiences.  

Much has been made about elementary teachers’ lack of knowledge about reading 

and language development (Moats, 1995, 2001), and content area teachers are 

unaccustomed to knowing about reading and language development (Barry, 1994). It is 

not part of their preservice training and in all of my work with teachers of adolescences, 

it takes almost the entire year of professional development for teachers to engage in 

meaningful conversations about any instruction that may be part of improving the reading 

abilities of their students. Just as students need the earliest reading interventions and 

ongoing scaffolded support, it seems to me that so do teachers. For the content area 

teachers I have worked with, reading instruction is the domain of elementary teachers and 

reading is an activity they expect their students to do. Literacy instruction is something 

they may believe that they do, but then, it is very possible that their perception of the 

work they do is to teach literature just as mine was.  

These are my biases and beliefs that shape the lens of researcher in this study. 
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DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURES  

This section summarizes the steps implemented to carry out this study. 

Contacting the School District Prior to Beginning the Study 

The school district had specific procedures on had to follow to acquire consent to 

begin the research study. The school district’s consent procedure started with submitting 

a district-designed proposal to the director of administrative services and the language 

arts curriculum specialist. The district also required that all questions be submitted with 

the proposal. They were provided with a cover letter (Appendix A), Informed Consent 

forms (Appendix B), questionnaire (Appendix C), focus group question guide (Appendix 

D), and semi-structured interview questions (Appendix E).  The district language arts 

coordinator was very interested in the study and helped to facilitate approval. After 

district approval, phone contact was made with each middle school administrator and a 

meeting arranged to meet with teachers and recruit them for the study.  

University IRB  

After district level permission had been granted in December 2005, I submitted an 

IRB application to the university. IRB approval was granted in January 2006.  

Contacting the Schools 

 After the study was approved, the four middle school principals were contacted 

about the study, and a meeting was arranged to recruit the teachers. The principals 

encouraged me to contact the team leaders to arrange the meetings. Also, the principals 

were asked if I could conduct the focus groups at the school sites. Permission was 

granted, and the focus groups and interviews were conducted at the school sites. 
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Recruiting the Participants 

At the recruiting meeting at each school, teachers were provided with information 

about the purpose of the study (Appendix A) and consent forms (Appendix B), which 

include information about the time commitment.  

Collecting the Data 

Audiotaping must be done in order to prepare a transcript for the analysis; 

however, transcripts alone cannot capture the nuances of conversation or interactions 

(Duggleby, 2005). In order to capture interaction data, the discussions and interviews 

were video- and audiotaped, with participant permission acquired before each recording. 

These recordings became historic documents of the study. Rather than relying on my 

field notes alone or hard copies of the transcripts, the recorded discussions and interviews 

added to the data sources.  

PHASES OF THE STUDY 

This section will discuss the phases of the study. 

Phase I: The Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was given to all language arts teachers who agreed to 

participate in the study. Participation was voluntary and teachers who agreed to 

participate signed consent forms and these were collected. The time allotted to meet with 

the teachers allowed for the administration of the questionnaire. These were administered 

and collected.  

At three of the schools, teachers took voluntary participation seriously. There 

were teachers who walked out of the room after the introduction to the study, yet there 

were a few teachers who did complete the questionnaire but declined participation in any 

other phases. The questionnaires gathered demographic data about preservice training 
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and years in the field, and asked for responses to questions about beliefs about self, 

instruction and students. 

Twenty-six teachers completed the questionnaire but only 21 agreed to participate 

in other phases of the study, and the 8 teachers who participated in the final focus group 

participated in all phases of the study (Table 3.3).   

Table 3.3 

Participation at Each Phase of The Study 

 
          Phase I     Phase II   Phase III  Phase IV 
     Questionnaire        Focus Group               Interviews           Final  

Focus Group 
      N =26         %      N = 13        %         N = 11      %      N = 8       % 

 

School 1 8           30.77%  4          15.39%   3         11.54%  2          7.69% 

School 2 9          34.62%  4          15.39%   3         11.54%  2           7.69% 

School 3 8          30.77% 4         15.39%   4         15.39%   3         11.54% 

School 4  1           3.84%  1            3.84%  1           3.84%   1           3.84% 

Total 26         100%   13       50% 11        42.3%   8          30.7% 

 

 

Phase II: First Focus Group Discussion 

Twenty-one of the original 26 questionnaire participants agreed to participate in 

the all phases of the study; however, only 13 of the original attended the focus groups. 

Each group had two to six participants. According to Krueger and Casey (2000) there is 

no perfect numbers for participants in discussion groups or interviews and it is possible 
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with expressive, articulate participants that data can be collected with fewer participants. 

The teachers who volunteered to participate were assigned to a focus group with other 

participants with similar backgrounds.  

The grouping of the teachers resulted in the following assignments (Table 3.4): 

Table 3.4 

Focus Group Data: Grade Taught, Assignment, and Attendance  

Group    Grade Taught & Assigned      Grade Taught & Attended 
 
Group One  
6 women 
16+ years in the field 

 
6th grade   Beth, Gloria 
7th grade   Doris, Kristen 
8th grade  Thea 
6th through 7th grade 
                Annette  

 
6th grade  Beth, Gloria 
7th grade   Kristen 
8th grade  Thea 
6th through 7th grade 
                Annette 

Group 2  
3 men 
3-10 years in the field 

 
6th grade   Steven, Rodney 
7th grade   Nick  

 
6th grade   Steven, Rodney 
7th grade   Nick 

Group 3 
5 women 
1-5 years in the field 

 
6th grade   Cindy Laura 
7th grade   Maria – Melody 
8th grade   Jessie  
 

 
6th grade   Cindy, Laura 
7th grade   Maria, Melody 
8th grade   Jessie 

Group 4  
7 women 
6-15 years in the field 

 
6th grade  Sara  
8th grade  Beverly, Debbie,  
Jennifer, Linda, Kathy, 
Natalie  
 

 
8th grade  Beverly, Debbie 

 

  

On the days of the scheduled focus groups with the female participants there were 

always absent teachers. If a teacher contacted me prior to the focus group, every effort 

was made to accommodate and offer another participation time with another group. One 
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teacher did offer to attend another group, but with the other seven there was no 

explanation for the absence or an email sent after the scheduled group. Since the groups 

were scheduled during a two-week period, if the teacher could not attend another group 

they were no longer included in the study. This did reduce the number of participants 

from 21 to 13, and the final groupings were as follows (Table 3.4): 

 

Group One – 5 participants 

Group Two– 3 participants 

Group Three – 3 participants 

Group Four– 2 participants 

These discussions were held at schools in the district and lasted for 90 to 120 

minutes. I was the moderator of the groups and another doctoral student who was using 

focus group discussions in her research helped as an assistant moderator. The assistant 

moderator’s job was to take field notes during the discussion (Appendix F), provide a 

summary at the end of the discussion, and debrief with the moderator immediately after 

the focus group discussions. 

When the participants arrived they were greeted, reminded of the purpose of the 

study, and the video- and audiotaping. Refreshments were provided. The discussions 

concluded by asking participants to identify key ideas that emerged during the discussion. 

Then I asked the assistant moderator to summarize what she had heard the participants 

say, followed other ideas she seemed to think they had discussed. This technique 

provided the opportunity for immediate member checking of the data and is part of the 

bracketing step.  
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Immediate debriefing  

Immediately following each focus group the assistant moderator and I debriefed 

and tape-recorded our discussion. These discussions noted key ideas, themes and hidden 

meanings. These field notes and impressions of the key ideas also contributed to the other 

steps in the analysis.  

Phase III: Individual Interviews 

After analyzing the questionnaires and focus group discussions, the interview 

questions were revised to explore further questions I had after the focus groups. This was 

done to add depth to the understanding and to continue to clarify what I thought the 

participants had said. During the focus groups they seemed to mix students identified for 

special education and students who struggled but were unidentified. They seemed 

unusually negative during the discussions. The research would suggest that this type of 

negativity would not result in successful student outcomes, so the questions needed to 

delve deeper into how instruction was defined for the diverse learners they taught. In the 

focus groups they discussed their frustration with some of their students, but then would 

passionately talk about the success they had with their students. I needed to explore self-

definition and attributes away from the group and thought including questions about how 

they defined their responsibility would work. My advisor helped me generate these new 

questions (Appendix E). The questions were changed to explore these new areas. 

All of the 13 focus group participants, agreed to be interviewed, but just as with 

the focus groups there were absentees. Eleven teachers participated in the interviews. 

These interviews were conducted in their classrooms and lasted from 60 to 120 minutes. 

The interviews were audio and videotaped with permission. Field notes were taken. 



 59

Phase IV: Second Focus Group Discussion 

After the interviews had been conducted and analyzed a final focus group was 

scheduled to report on the findings. The 13 participants were contacted about an off-site 

location for two reasons: First, there had been a few participants who had expressed 

discomfort with the site of the first focus group; second the school site was not an 

accommodating location for teachers coming from other schools. Every door in every 

school was locked at 4:00 and the meeting times were always scheduled for 4:30 We 

could never start on time because either the co-facilitator or myself would have to wait at 

the doors to let participants into the school. I was trying to keep my promise about the 

amount of time teachers would spend on the study, and the answer to the comfort and 

ease of access to the building was resolved by holding the final group at a neutral, easy 

entry location. Every one who had participated in the two previous stages was invited to 

attend the final focus group. This larger number of participants would not be unusual for 

a focus group or a final member-checking group.  

Also, privacy had been maintained throughout the study by sending individual 

emails to the participants. There were teachers within the same school who were unaware 

of the other participants, and some of the participants were department leaders. If we 

were to meet at the schools, the power might be balanced in the favor of another 

participant, and an off-site location would assuage the previous problems.  

The final group was conducted at my home. As with the previous stages of the 

study, 11 teachers said they would attend but only 8 actually attended; however, these 8 

had participated in each phase of the study. Refreshments were served. All teachers were 

given a folder with articles on topics they had either mentioned and resources they had 

asked for information about during our previous meetings (Appendix J). This discussion 

was for member checking my understanding of their meanings from the questionnaires, 
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focus groups, and interviews. This was accomplished by a PowerPoint presentation 

followed by a discussion. The teachers were also given a handout  (Appendix K) where 

they could privately provide feedback on all previous phases of the study. They were also 

asked to complete two short answer statements about how or if participation in the study 

had made them more aware and had changed their thinking.  This discussion was 

scheduled for 60 minutes but lasted 120 minutes.  

DATA ANALYSIS 

Qualitative research data must be systematically organized in a way that the 

results can be authenticated (Lincoln & Guda, 1985; Krueger & Casey, 2000). This 

occurred by reviewing the data in a step-by-step process while looking for emerging 

ideas or topics. The questionnaire, transcribed focus group discussions and interviews, 

and field notes represent data sets. These data sets were systematically analyzed for 

themes and patterns that were verifiable and that could be interpreted (Glesne, 1999; 

Merriam, 1998; Morgan, 1997, Vaughn et al., 1996). 

Step One: Questionnaire  

The questionnaire, which asked for demographic data and initial questions about 

roles, responsibilities, and students, was used to create profiles of the participants and 

their understanding of reading instruction to typically developing, students identified for 

special education, and struggling readers.  

The questionnaire collected data on specific qualities. These qualities were: (a) 

time in the field, (b) preservice training, (c) positive and negative beliefs about teaching 

reading, and (c) having students who are identified for special education in their 

classrooms.  
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The questionnaires were also used as a first glance at stated beliefs of the 

participants, which may change over the course of the study, and initial description of the 

participants. 

Step Two: Group Participation in The Analysis  

Using a method recommended by Krueger and Casey (2000), the analysis for the 

focus group started during each focus group discussion. During the discussion the 

moderator and assistant moderator listened for comments that were either inconsistent or 

needed further clarification. At the conclusion of each discussion, first I asked the group 

members to identify what they thought were the key ideas that developed during the 

discussion. Then I asked the assistant moderator to do the same. The assistant moderator 

asked for group members to approve or correct this information. This step included the 

participants as partners in the data analysis.  

Step Three: Debriefing  

Debriefing was also a method recommended by Krueger and Casey (2000). 

Immediately after the end of the group discussions the assistant moderator and I 

debriefed. This recorded discussion noted key ideas, nested themes and immediate 

responses to the group. Also, it is created another data source.  

Step Four: Transcribing  

Soon after the groups I copied all the audio and videotapes. These copies were 

sent to a transcriber who also wrote a response after each transcription of her reaction to 

the discussions. She, too, was making notes on the emerging ideas or nested topics, 

looking for patterns, and comparing findings from one data set to another (Merriam, 

1998). Throughout the transcription process, attention must be paid to frequency of 

comments, specific details, emotional responses (of the participants and researcher), and 
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when comments return to a particular topic. These subtleties may represent key ideas 

(Krueger & Casey, 2000; Vaughn et al., 1996).  

Field notes were transcribed and used as part of a rich description of the study. 

Field notes taken during the focus groups provided reminders of things to pay attention to 

in transcription and analysis.  

In these first levels of analyses answers to some of the questions emerged but also 

ideas that had not occurred to me began to surface (Morgan, 1997).  

Step Five: First Notations of Themes  

During the first read through of the transcripts, notes were made in the margins of 

themes that seemed to be rising or researcher responses to particular statements. Also, 

during this read I looked at the areas previously identified in the field notes and 

debriefing discussions that might be significant areas to which attention should be paid 

(Krueger & Casey, 2000). This step was the initial coding of themes; however, the 

themes would be further explored in the next step. In addition to the reading, I watched 

the videotapes and noted in the margins the themes and areas where change or reflection 

was happening. 

Step Six: Data Analysis  

Next, using what is referred to as a long-table approach (Krueger & Casey, 

2000), the focus group discussions were copied on different colored paper and examined 

through a four-step process that aligns responses with questions. The transcripts had the 

lines numbered and two copies were used: One copy was to stay completely intact and 

the other was to be cut apart. 

On long sheets of paper I wrote each of the research questions and the questions 

asked during the focus group discussions. Then, I again read through the transcript.  First, 
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I looked at the response of a participants’ and determine whether the response answered 

the question or not. Then if the response answered the question, it was placed as either, 

yes, an answer, or set aside as, no, not an answer to the question. If the answer was a no, I 

looked to see if it answered another question and when this was the case placed the 

statement on the appropriate question. There were comments that did not align with any 

question, and after the transcripts were dissected and statements aligned to questions, I 

read through the comments that did not align. Some were determined to be an important 

comment about the topic, but others were discarded.  

The final step was to group the responses to each question together. Two things 

began to happen during this step of the analysis: (a) Patterns of answers emerged and (b) 

if questions were not answered other patterns or newly discovered themes also emerged. 

Although Krueger and Casey (2000) use a different language, this step is described by 

Denzin (1989) as the bracketing step in the interpretive process. 

Of course, at every point I was mindful of my personal bias as much as possible 

and listened to what the data had to reveal (Glesne, 1999). For example, some of the 

teachers had made comments about expecting students to come prepared with the reading 

skills but were very frustrated if the students did not have the skills to access the 

curriculum, or they based their knowledge of read instruction on how they as 

enthusiastic, avid readers learned to read. I had to look beyond these comments to the 

other things the teachers were saying or my research would simply reveal the beliefs with 

which I did not agree instead of what they were really saying. In order to accommodate 

my personal bias, I made notes in the margins of the transcripts, checked the notes made 

by the co-facilitator, wrote a summaries, read the reactions by the transcriber, and 

engaged in discussions with the co-facilitator and others who were aware of the study.  
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Step Seven: Creating a Coding System  

After each focus group discussion was analyzed, the responses were examined 

again for other nested themes and key ideas.  These nested themes and key ideas provided 

the bases for construction of the bracketed information through a coding system (Denzin, 

1989; Vaughn et al., 1996). I did not predict what the key ideas were going to be prior to 

gathering the data, and after analyzing two groups and writing two summaries, the codes 

became clearer.  

I also used a matrix to provide another structure to follow group and individual 

responses to the questions. It also created a conceptual map out of the emerging themes 

of the group or the individual that would later be analyzed. 

Step Eight: Analyzing the Interviews  

The interviews were analyzed in much the same way as the focus group 

discussions. Just as with the focus group, the immediate analysis of the interview 

occurred between the researcher and interviewee, followed by transcribing the interview, 

analyzing the answers in relation to the research questions, and then coding the data. 

ASSESSMENT OF TRUSTWORTHINESS 

 Denzin and Lincoln (2005) suggest the criteria to assess the results of qualitative 

research occur through credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmabiltiy. 

Patton (2002) also recommends to increase the rigor of qualitative studies that 

triangulation of the data comes from collecting data through multiple methods, collecting 

different kinds of data on the same question, and using more than one data collector. He 

also suggests establishing the credibility of the researcher. 
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Credibility 

In this study, data were collected through questionnaires, focus groups, individual 

interviews, and a final focus group. Throughout, the participants were asked the same 

questions in different manners and participated in the initial analysis.  

Data were triangulated through the multiple sources of data collection and 

systematic analyses of the data. Patton (2002) suggests that triangulation of the data 

comes from collecting data through multiple methods, collecting different kinds of data 

on the same question, using more than one data collector, and looking at the data from 

different perspectives. All this was done to assure the trustworthiness of the study results. 

Member checking by teachers and peer reviewers was used as recommended (Morgan, 

1997). Beliefs are fluid and not static, so the participants’ involvement in member 

checking confirmed or disconfirmed the researcher’s interpretation of what occurred.  

As for the credibility of the researcher, positionality and previous experiences in 

education and research are detailed in a researcher as instrument statement in this 

document. Prior to the study, I attended focus group research training with Richard 

Krueger in March, 2005, conducted four focus groups prior to the study, analyzed focus 

group data from two different projects, and participated in interview data collection for 

other qualitative research projects. And throughout the study I relied on ongoing written 

interactions and conversations with peer researchers to reflect on the findings. 

Transferability 

While it is not recommended that qualitative research findings be generalized 

across all populations, results should be useful. Transferability was established by the 

purposeful selection of the district and a population of teachers who were engaged in a 

focused discussion over a semester. The deep, rich descriptions of these discussions will 
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hopefully connect to other teachers in other settings and possibly expand the 

understanding of others (Levin, 2003; Pugach, 2001).  

Dependability 

Dependability is always a challenge in qualitative research because life is not 

static and the observation of the same event would yield a new observation. To 

strengthen dependability and the possibility of duplication of methods in another setting, 

the researcher’s methods must be well documented and results believable (Krueger & 

Casey, 2000; Merriam, 1998: Patton, 2002). These of course add to qualitative and 

interpretive studies trustworthiness and authenticity of data (Guda & Lincoln, 2005).  

Using multiple medias to record the data and triangulating the multiple methods 

of data collection, an audit trail was built to authenticate the findings. Using detailed and 

rich descriptions, along with the videotaping of encounters over the course of the study 

provided a way for others to revisit the data to confirm or reinterpret the findings. Also, 

the use of consistent methods of data collection with each participant strengthened the 

credibility of the findings. 

Dependability is also a challenge because reality is subjective and the social 

context greatly influences behavior and perceptions of the participants and researcher. 

However, an interpretive paradigm acknowledges the subjectivity of reality. 

Confirmability 

What is reported must be as close to the meaning intended by the participants as 

possible. For this study, member checking, triangulation of data sources, clarification of 

the researcher’s biases, and the reflective nature of the study supported confirmability.  

Through member checking, the teachers became active participants in the 

research and analysis of the data at every step. Their perceptions of the emerging ideas 
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and patterns were crucial to the reporting of their beliefs but also valuable in the 

development of the emerging understanding. Their participation also was crucial to the 

step of contexualization.  

The triangulation of data sources was key to establishing a systematic and 

authentic analysis of the findings. By using a consistent system of analysis for each data 

source (bracketing and construction), it was easier to look for themes and patterns in the 

responses. 

A clarification of my biases was important and was recorded throughout the data 

collection and analyses because as I learned more, I also deconstructed what I thought I 

previously understood.  

The reflective nature of the study demanded reflectivity of the researcher. Each 

conversation with the teachers challenged what I had perceived prior to the study and 

these were recorded in daily written summaries. Also, there was ongoing peer debriefing 

of the findings with other interested graduate students and daily emails to another 

interested researcher whom was working as a secondary language arts teacher and had 

used focus group research for her dissertation and other research (Clough & Nutbrown, 

2002). This daily practice of questioning what I was learning throughout the study helped 

me clarify my responses, reactions, and questions I had throughout the research study as 

what they teachers taught me acquired its shape.   

UTILITY AND LIMITATIONS 

Anticipated Outcomes 

Current policy reports continue to address the problem of struggling adolescent 

readers as a curricular matter (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; Kamil, 2004; Sturtevant, 2004) 

while the teachers who will be required to provide reading instruction may not accept this 
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as part of their assigned curriculum, much less pedagogy.  Previous studies of teachers’ 

reactions to assigned or imposed responsibilities indicate that adults do not take kindly to 

being told to “just do it” (Billingsly & Cross, 1992; Kavale & Forness, 2000; Shulman, 

2004; Shulman & Shulman, 2004). The “just do it” approach ignores for both pre- and in-

service teachers, the complications of accepting a new practice and ultimately has created 

a negative climate that blames teachers for not solving the under-researched problem of 

adolescent literacy development (Yagelski, 2005).  

Teachers are strongly bound to the context of their work life and need to be able 

to envision a practice actually happening in their classrooms with their students before 

they are first, willing to accept it, and then, able to implement a change of practice 

(Borko & Putnam, 1996; Shulman, 2004; Shulman & Shulman, 2004). When the process 

of envisioning is ignored, the reality becomes simply going through the motions but not 

believing in the process or product, often resulting in teachers returning to the practices 

they are comfortable with (Gersten, Vaughn, Deshler, & Schiller, 1998). This study 

explains how some teachers envision themselves as providers of reading instruction. 

The plan to attack low reading outcomes for adolescents through compliance to 

policy (e.g., NCLB, IDEA) may have a better change of success if we have a better 

understanding of those who will do the lion’s share of the work, as we learn about how 

reading instruction in the content area is envisioned and defined by teachers of older 

students. The more we know about reading skill development, the more it appears that 

skill development occurs over a longer period of time. If the research bears this out, then 

it is crucial to understand beliefs and how close or distant those beliefs are to accepting 

what may seem unconventional; that is, teaching decoding, vocabulary, and word attack 

skills in all grades and incorporating skill instruction into all content area curriculum.  
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Recently, a first year language arts teacher wrote and told me she had no reading 

coursework during pre-service, some during a summer institute, but now recognizes that 

reading instruction was a major part of her job (Personal correspondence). While her 

words were encouraging, when asked to cite examples of the type of instruction she 

provided, her examples were literacy skill development: teaching comprehension and 

motivating interest. In reality, language arts teachers are not been trained to be reading 

teachers; therefore, to assume they will accept responsibility and incorporate reading 

instruction into their curriculum without consideration of their beliefs is to set out hoping 

for change that will not happen (Blintz, 1997; O’Brien et al., 1995).  

This study served as an initial research step to understand a phenomenon of 

middle school language arts teachers who have the power to have a deep impact on 

struggling readers. The utility of this study was to provide a deeper, layered 

understanding of what a group of teachers believe about being providers of reading 

instruction.  The study results could be the first step in building a research agenda to 

study how reading is viewed in all secondary content areas. Through future studies 

focused on understanding what teachers believe about reading instruction in content area 

classes, researchers might better understand the merging of reading instruction into 

content areas, the specific skills beyond comprehension needed to access the curriculum, 

and how teachers who do not define themselves as anything other than a content area 

teacher might be persuaded to include reading instruction that helps all of their students. 

Such a research agenda could expand understanding of content areas that support specific 

skill instruction and maybe help researchers understand the elastic nature of reading skill 

development.  
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Limitations  

The limitation of qualitative methodology that uses focus group or interview 

research assumes the participants will be able to clearly describe their beliefs and 

perceptions during a few meetings, when in reality, all qualitative research can capture is 

the perceived reality of a particular moment that is subject to influence of a myriad of 

sources (Glesne, 1999). And there are other limitations, as well.  

The number of participants was unequal across the data sets; however, the core of 

the research was the focus group discussions and there was representation from teachers 

in all levels of time in the field, preservice training, and gender. I would have preferred to 

have those who initially agreed to participate to be able to continue throughout the study, 

but due to the demands of their work schedules it was not possible. Also, the teachers in 

the district took me at my word about voluntary participation and those who did 

participate wanted to be included, so there is not a clear voice for those who either did not 

agree with the purpose of the study or who were not interested in the topic.  Allington 

(2001) has criticized intervention studies that require teachers to participate rather than 

volunteer because they believe in the research. While I would have preferred a larger 

sample, this study does represent the voices of those who wanted to be heard.  

Another limitation is that the study took place in a suburban school district. The 

findings would not necessarily represent beliefs of teachers in urban or rural districts 

where district size, school funding, and other issues may be quite different. 

And finally, this study did not examine student achievement data of the students 

taught by those who participated in the study. The study results should be received as 

assumptions about what teachers believe about their roles as reading teachers and their 

students who struggle with reading. It should not be assumed that all the teachers had a 
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positive impact on student achievement because the intention of this study did not include 

linking beliefs and student achievement.   

Qualitative studies strive to capture reality and there is no best way to do this 

because reality is complicated. This study in no way generated information to be 

generalized to other populations, which is always a limit of qualitative research. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Findings 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand middle school 

language arts teachers’ perspectives and beliefs about their roles as reading teachers to 

struggling readers, particularly for students identified for special education and who 

struggle to read, and their beliefs about reading instruction. With the pressure of 

accountability and a return to inclusion, language arts teachers are often expected to 

address gaps and deficits in reading; however, personal and social beliefs are not always 

in agreement with these expectations.  Teachers from four suburban middle schools in the 

same district participated in the study. Data were gathered from a variety of sources with 

results reviewed and agreed upon by the participants. Qualitative and quantitative 

analyses were used in the examination of the results.  

The following is the story of a journey of understanding that a group of middle 

school language arts teachers took with their peers, students, administrators, and me. The 

teachers began with one understanding of their beliefs and perceptions, but by the end 

some of them were less certain of these and others had redefined those beliefs and 

perceptions. This journey defined what we believed we could do, what we imagined was 

possible. 

In this chapter I report on the findings from that journey that included 

questionnaires, focus group discussions, individual interviews, and the final meeting with 

the participants and their response to the collected data findings. The reporting will 

include confirming and disconfirming evidence in relation to the themes that emerged 

from the discussions.  
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FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to better understand a group of middle school 

language arts teachers who teach students most often perceived as being unsuccessful or 

at risk in general education classrooms: those identified for special education and diverse 

student populations. Using an interpretive interactionism methodological design (Denzin, 

1989) guided by a social cognitive theory perspective (Pajares, 2002), the study prompted 

the participants to construct their beliefs and perceptions not only individually, but also 

within a group. Within the groups there were multiple individual beliefs that evolved 

throughout the course of the semester in which the study took place. Data collection and 

analysis occurred simultaneously throughout the four phases of the study. 

The first phase was the questionnaire. This phase asked participants to consider 

their roles as providers of reading instruction and define reading and literacy. In a sense, 

this phase allowed the participants to reveal personal definitions of how they defined 

themselves and what they perceived as possible to accomplish. After agreeing to 

participate in the other stages of the study, teachers participated in focus group 

discussion, then individual interviews, and finally a member-checking focus group where 

initial findings from the data were presented to the participants for agreement and 

critique. 

Entering the study, as a researcher, I wanted to have a clear idea how the 

participants initially perceived their roles, knowledge, ability, and most importantly their 

students. The following sections provide descriptions.   

PARTICIPANTS 

Over the course of two weeks, I met with middle school language arts teachers of 

all grade levels from four suburban schools to recruit them to participate in the study. 

Participation was voluntary and while most of the language arts teachers at each school 
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attended the recruiting meeting, not all teachers agreed to participate even in the first 

stage. By the end of the recruiting, of the 48 possible participants, 26 teachers (or 54%) 

agreed to complete the questionnaire and 21 (or 43%) had agreed to participate in the 

focus groups and interviews.  

 The questionnaire data provided descriptive information about pre-service 

certification, time in field, gender, and ethnicity. There were also question that asked 

about their students and their instruction.   

Participant Characteristics 

The total number of participants was 26. According to a district coordinator, 

grouping the ranges of the teachers’ years in field as 1-5 years for a novice or new 

teacher, 5-15 for a midrange teacher, and 16 or more for a veteran teacher was fitting 

(personal communication). In terms of time in field, or years of experience, 27% (n = 7) 

of the teachers reported less than 5 years, 42% (n = 11) of the teachers reported 6 to 15 

years of experience, and 31% (n = 8) of the teachers reported more than 16 years of 

classroom experience. Forty-two percent (n = 11) of the teachers’ original certification 

was in secondary language arts, 35%  (n = 9) was in elementary education, 15% (n = 4) 

was through alternative certification programs, and 8% (n = 2) were originally certified in 

an other fields (special education and physical education) but had become language arts 

teachers.  

Eighty-eight percent (n = 23) of the participants were female and 12% (n = 3) of 

the participants were male. Eighty percent (n = 21) of the participants reported they were 

white, 12% (n = 3) reported they were African-American, and 8% (n = 2) reported they 

were Hispanic.  

The teachers were also asked about their preservice experience and if they 

believed it prepared them to provide reading instruction. Novice teachers believed they 
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were more prepared to provide reading instruction than teachers reporting more years of 

experience. For example, of those participants, who completed the questionnaire, 71% (n 

= 5) of the novice teachers (1 – 5 years) believed they were prepared to provide reading 

instruction when they entered the field compared to 54% (n = 6) of midrange teachers (6 

– 15 years) and 50% (n = 4) of veteran teachers (16 or more years) (Table 4.1). 

In all, 57% (n = 15) of the teachers reported that they did feel prepared to teach 

reading when they entered the classroom. Forty-three percent (n = 11) reported they did 

not feel prepared to teach reading when they entered the classroom.  

Table 4.1 

Years of Teaching Experience Compared to Feelings of  Preparedness to Teach Reading 

Years of teaching experience 

 Novice  Midrange    Veteran 

   1-5      6-15   16 or more         Total 

 n        %             n       %           n       %         N        % 

 

Prepared  5      71%   6      54%  4     50%     15      57% 

Not Prepared     2      29%    5      46%  4     50%     11     43% 

Total   7                      11   8  26 

       

 

There were five closed-ended questions in the questionnaire designed to collect 

information about whether or not they believed they taught reading, as this would help 

me understand how they defined their teaching roles and responsibilities. In response to 
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the question “Do you teach reading in your classroom?” 100% (n = 26) of the teachers 

reported yes. When asked if it was their responsibility to accept this role, 96% (n = 25) 

reported that they did and 4% (n = 1) did not. When asked if it was their responsibility to 

teach struggling readers, only 58% (n = 15) reported yes, 31% (n = 8) reported no, and 

12% (n = 3) did not respond to the question.  The participants were also asked if other 

content area teachers accepted the role of providing reading instruction and 58 % (n = 15) 

reported yes, 27% (n = 7) reported no, and 15% (n = 4) did not respond to the question.   

I was also curious about their reading habits and included a question asking them 

to define themselves as readers. In the questionnaire, they were asked to select a 

description of their own reading habits. The choices were: Avid (I read constantly), Very 

Active (I read every day and widely), Frequent (I read almost every day), Occasional (I 

read sometimes), and Infrequent (I hardly ever read). Thirty-five percent (n = 9) reported  

Table 4.2 

Description of Reading Habits 

Description         Number of responses       Percentage 

Avid (I read constantly)     9         35% 

Very active (I read every day and widely)            10   38% 

Frequent reader (I read almost every day)   6   23% 

Occasional reader (I read sometimes)    0    - 

Infrequent reader (I hardly ever read)    1    4% 

their reading habits as avid, 38% (n = 10) reported very active, 23% (n = 6) reported 

frequent, 4% (n = 1) reported infrequent (Table 4.2). None of the participants selected 

occasional (4%). These responses offer a view of how the participants may perceive a 
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personal practice of reading, which may have implications for how they might describe 

the reading habits they value in students.  

The Students I teach 

To participate in the study, the teachers needed to have students identified for 

special education in their classrooms or students who struggled with reading and they all 

met this criterion.  I also wanted to know how they defined the students they taught and 

what was perceived as a reading strength or deficit. These were asked as open-ended, 

short answer questions. Piloting the questions made me very aware that throughout the 

study, when talking about reading instruction to content area teachers, we need to have a 

common language of terms and definitions. This information could also provide a 

description of their students.  

The questions about their students were designed as opposites or reverse 

statements (Fowler, 2002): Tell me about one thing, then tell me about its opposite. For 

example two of the questions used were: “How would you describe the reading strengths 

of students in your class?” followed by, “How would you describe the reading deficits of 

students in your class?”  These questions were placed in an order asking first about the 

reading strengths of typically developing students because this might be more familiar to 

a general education teacher, then asking them to define the reading deficits. 

DEFINING READING STRENGTHS AND DEFICITS 

The participants’ responses to the questions about students’ strengths in reading 

used words that described characteristics and strengths. The participants’ responses that 

were characteristics included: motivated, challenging themselves, curious, confident, love 

reading in describing reading strengths. The teachers described the skills they perceived 

as strengths. These responses that were skills included: fluent, reading above grade level, 
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use multiple strategies, comprehension and word attack skills, good vocabulary. The 

teachers defined the non-struggling readers as students who possessed positive 

characteristics and developed skills.  

By contrast, the participants described struggling readers in terms of 

characteristics and skills they possessed and those they had not mastered. The statements 

describing the characteristics of struggling readers included: lack motivation, inclusion 

(special education) kids, lack critical thinking, unwilling to challenge themselves, lack of 

literature and role models in home, and don’t like to read or practice reading. The 

responses about the skills students lacked included: decoding, vocabulary, phonetics, 

comprehension, fluency, reading at a first grade level, and not proficient in English.  

The teachers were describing opposite characteristics, and perhaps over 

generalizing the good qualities of the typically developing students while overlooking the 

good qualities of their struggling readers. I needed to know how they were defining the 

reading instruction that would develop the reading skills they said students lacked. Since 

this was middle school where reading skills should mature through literacy instruction, I 

needed to know how they described this, too.  

Reading and Literacy  

In the questionnaire, teachers were asked short answer questions about reading 

and literacy instruction. They were asked to define typical literacy and reading instruction 

and to provide an example of what each of these looked like in their classrooms.  This 

was important to the study given that teachers who are knowledgeable about the 

instruction they provide tend to be less likely to perceive external influences as inhibitors 

to their success (Goddard & Hoy, 2001). Also, these definitions could be interpreted as 

consistent or inconsistent with teachers’ views of what students needed and what they 

taught.  
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Defining reading and literacy instruction 

The teachers were asked to define reading and literacy instruction. By middle 

school, it is assumed that students need more literacy instruction (e.g., reading 

comprehension strategies = reading to learn) and less direct reading instruction (e.g., 

decoding, word attack = learning to read) (Leach et al., 2003), so I was looking for 

Table 4.3 

Reading and Literacy Definitions 

 

 

What is your definition of reading 

instruction? 

• Comprehension 

• Reading – decode skills  

• Strategy instruction 

• Analysis of writing  

• Fluency 

• Vocabulary building 

• Appreciate literature 

• Make life-long readers 

What is your definition of literacy 

instruction? 

• Comprehend/interpret  

• Decoding 

• To read and say words 

• Writing 

• Instruction through rich texts 

• Leveled texts 

• Practice types of reading (e.g., 

choral and independent) 

• Well-rounded readers 

examples of literacy strategies. Also, with nine teachers with degrees in elementary 

education, I was looking to see if they understood reading instruction as more specific 

than learning to read instruction. Prior to the focus groups, it was important for me to 

know the language they used when talking about reading and literacy instruction (Table 
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4.3). The answers provided to define reading and literacy were very similar, and in some 

instances the same answer was given for each response, thus, it appeared that the teachers 

were not distinguishing between the two, as I was.  I was thinking of reading in terms of 

skill building and literacy in terms of building upon established skills. They seemed to be 

defining literacy as what you do when you can read, the materials used, and the 

characteristics that develop; I was defining it as a type of instruction.  

Defining Specific Instructional Strategies  

Two of the questions asked teachers to describe specific instructional strategies 

they used: one for typically developing students and one for struggling readers. Again, 

similar responses were given to each question (Table 4.4). These answers aligned with 

the responses given for reading and literacy definitions as a means to increase and build 

on existing skills. The response of read aloud as a typical instructional strategy for both 

groups was curious.   

Comparing what the teachers had written about what students possessed or lacked 

in response to what was taught suggested that even if teachers were able to identify what 

a student was missing in terms of skills, the instruction may not align with the identified 

need (Table 4.5). There were three matches between the types of instruction teachers said 

they provided and the descriptions of the students who exhibited reading strengths. The 

teachers said they taught context clues and pre-reading strategies, both comprehension 

strategies, and that proficient readers used comprehension strategies. They said they 

taught vocabulary building and proficient readers have good vocabularies, and they said 

that they worked to build confidence and proficient readers had confidence. For non-

proficient readers, there were also three matches: decoding, comprehension, and 

vocabulary:  
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They said they taught what students lacked, but these answers did not indicate the 

same depth and alignment between student need, definition, and instructional practices 

that the teachers said they provided to their other students (Table 4.5). 

Table 4.4 

 

Typical and Struggling Reader Reading Instructional Strategies 

 

 

Would you describe a typical reading 

instructional strategy you use with all of your 

students? 

• Read aloud 

• Choral reading 

• Vocabulary building 

• Decoding 

• Comprehension strategies 

• Group discussions 

• Finding a good book 

• Writing activities 

• Context clues 

• Pre-reading strategies 

• Building confidence 

• Analysis of text 

Would you describe a typical reading 

instructional strategy you use with struggling 

readers in your class? 

• Read aloud 

• Choral reading 

• Vocabulary building 

• Decoding 

• Comprehension strategies 

• Book chats 

• Re-reading 

• Tutoring 

• Read slower 

• Listen to tape 

• Word attack skills 
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There was one match in the characteristics of students with reading strength that 

teachers reported to provide all students: confidence. They said strong readers were 

confident and they reported to build confidence in all students.  

Table 4.5 

Comparing Descriptions of Reading Strengths and Deficits Compared to Instruction 
Provided 

Description of 
Reading Strengths  
 
 
 
 
 
Good vocabulary 
Comprehension 
 
Use multiple 
strategies 
Confident 
 
Fluent  
Reading above 
grade level 
 
 

Typical reading 
instructional 
strategies used with 
all students 
 
 
Decoding 
Vocabulary building 
Comprehension 
- Context clues 
Pre-reading 
strategies 
Building confidence 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Description of 
Reading Deficits  
 
 
 
 
Decoding 
Vocabulary 
Comprehension 
 
 
 
 
 
Fluency 
Reading at a first 
grade level 
Not proficient in 
English. 

Describe a typical 
reading instructional 
strategy you use 
with struggling 
readers 
 
Decoding 
Vocabulary building 
Comprehension 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

There was a contradiction about decoding. Decoding was instruction they reported to 

provide all students, and this would include something struggling readers lacked, but the 

participants reported only struggling readers needing decoding instruction. Just as fluency 

was something readers lacked, there was nothing in reporting that specifically spoke to 

fluency instruction; however, they used reading text aloud as typical support for all 
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readers. They reported that motivation was a reading strength and for struggling readers it 

was something they lacked.  

Other Issues 

To the question, “Is it your responsibility to accept this role?” four participants 

wrote comments on the questionnaire. These were close-ended questions and comments 

were not asked for, so it is important to look at the four comments.  They were: (a) “But I 

have neither the time nor the supplies/sources”; (b) “No, somewhat, of course, you’re 

responsible, too, so many time restraints”; (c) “I believe all areas should help with 

reading”; and (d) “When they aren’t so far below they are frustrated”.  

These comments were something I was not prepared for.  These were only four 

comments, but these comments suggest that there may be issues beyond knowledge about 

reading instruction that might interfere with their acceptance of the role or issues that 

frustrated them. I had not anticipated that the teachers would write additional comments, 

but they did. Even though I had not asked them about what did not work, they were 

telling me just the same. Personal beliefs about students (e.g., I accept the role “when 

students aren’t so far below they are frustrated”) and systemic hurdles (e.g., I accept the 

role “but neither have the time nor resources”) may prevent teachers from accepting new 

or unfamiliar roles.   

Most troubling was a teacher who declined participation in the focus groups or 

interviews but wrote the following at the end of her questionnaire: 

I am frustrated, as a teacher, with the practice of putting special ed. students in a 
regular reading class when they are 2 grade levels below. One of the first things I 
learned in college was students don’t learn at the frustrational (sic) level. They 
should be kept in resource until they catch up. Then we will have successful 
students exiting special ed. as good readers.  
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Why had this teacher written this to me? My initial expectations going into the 

study were that there would be minimal frustration among the teachers and that personal 

and general efficacy would be high. This comment indicated a perspective of not 

accepting responsibility for struggling readers, which could be due to lack of training or 

belief in one’s ability to be effective, but also was a voice that needed to be heard. The 

teacher who wrote the comment eventually agreed to participate in the study and shared 

her opinion.  

SUMMARY OF QUESTIONNAIRE DATA 

The profile of the participants developed from the questionnaire data suggested a 

lack of clarity about the roles, responsibilities and actions these teachers perceived that 

they and fulfilled and enacted. They said they teach reading, but what they described as 

reading activities did not match closely to what they believed students needed or were 

able to do. Were they thinking that reading was an activity to access books, while I was 

thinking the teaching of reading was the instruction they provided to improve reading 

skills? Many claimed to provide instruction to all students but their responses about what 

students needed and the typical instruction they provided did not indicate instruction that 

would really help students access the curriculum, particularly for students with low 

motivation to read. The teachers’ responses about reading instruction did not align in 

terms of definition, delivering instruction, personal acceptance of the activity, and how 

they perceived their peers’ acceptance of also assuming that role. There was also a small 

faction that stepped outside the frame of the questionnaire and sent me messages about 

their frustration. 

The participants represent a heterogeneous group of veteran, midrange and novice 

teachers. They had different experiences prior to entering the field, as well as different 

experiences since, and they were not in agreement about what it was they did or believed. 
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This was a group that might represent the population of teachers in the district, and the 

participants were seemingly interested in letting me know exactly what they thought 

about their roles as providers of reading instruction to struggling readers.  

Entering the next three stages of the study with a better understanding of who they 

were helped me ask the right questions to uncover their beliefs, and clearly there were 

some that would be unpopular and difficult for me to find reasonable.  

The remainder of the chapter presents the themes that emerged from data analysis 

area guided by the interpretive interactionism methodology. Over a semester this group 

of teachers shared their beliefs through focus group discussions and interviews. They 

surprised and challenged me, because they were selected for what, on paper, looked 

perfect. What I found was the human part of research that captured something more than 

the questionnaire data. Most encounters included reflections on questions asked of them 

in the previous stage and their growing understanding of whom they were and what they 

did. They often said, “No one has asked me about this before”. By semester’s end they 

were telling me about department discussion on reading that had not occurred before, a 

deeper understanding of how they defined themselves and their work, and what they 

needed to learn about teaching all of their students.  

HOW THE UNDERSTANDING HAPPENED 

Twenty-one teachers agreed to participate in the other three stages of the study: 

one small focus group, individual interviews, and a final large focus group. We met in 

conference rooms and classrooms, always searching for the most comfortable location for 

the discussions. On the questionnaire I had asked about time and location preferences and 

scheduled the groups using this information. The majority of the teachers said they 

preferred to meet after school at one of the middle schools.  
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To ensure privacy, the teachers were sent individual emails about meeting dates 

and locations. They did not know who would be participating from their own or other 

schools. The teachers were grouped according to time in field and gender, and, in some 

instances, availability. This resulted in four groups with three to seven members. 

All focus groups and individual interviews were video and audio taped and a co-

facilitator was present at three of the focus groups. At the end of each discussion the 

participants were asked to summarize key ideas, then the co-facilitator would restate the 

key ideas and include any others she had heard. When the co-facilitator was present, 

immediately after the focus group we would debrief and summarize key ideas that 

emerged in relation to each of the research questions. I would also write a reaction to 

each group immediately after the discussion. In addition, my transcriber who had 

experience in education research submitted a response/reaction to each discussion, group 

and individual. She often referred to previous discussions if she heard or noticed a 

significant difference. She was unaware of the major research questions, which I hoped 

would keep her from presenting bias in the responses.  

My transcriber lives in New York, so I would copy all the tapes before sending 

them to her. During this time I would just listen to the conversations. Just listen. This 

seemed to keep me from reacting to the initial responses to ideas with which I did not 

agree. Once the transcripts were in hand, I would read through them then watch the 

videotapes noting themes and key ideas in the margins. Watching the videotapes I could 

see where there was agreement, reflection, building of ideas, and the hidden meanings 

that an outsider needs time to pick up on, and at times the unity they found in their 

frustrations. This was followed by the long table analysis of each interaction (Krueger & 

Casey, 2000), and a summary was written after each analysis. I did not read the 

transcriber’s reactions until all was completed because I wanted the themes to emerge, 
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not for me to find agreement with my own opinions. The following is a report of the 

themes that emerged.   

The reflective nature of this study allowed definition of roles and responsibilities 

to be flexible, and flex they did. The study methodology of interpretive interactionism 

provided a process for the participants and the researcher to reflect, explain and define 

their beliefs, and uncover the unexpected. Over time, their definitions about the role of 

being an English/language arts teacher who may also be a reading teacher changed and 

this seemed to be dependent on how possible providing reading instruction to a large 

number of students seemed to them, or if they were able to address the duality of content 

and literacy instruction (Draper et al., 2005).   

PERCEPTIONS OF ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 

In the questionnaire, when simply asked about providing reading instruction and 

accepting this responsibility as part of their role, and the vast majority of the teachers 

agreed that they, but maybe not other language arts or content area teachers did. Starting 

with the focus group discussions this belief seemed less certain. During the focus group 

discussions the teachers spent time explaining why they could not teach reading or why it 

was someone else’s responsibility. All names have been changed to protect the identities 

of the participants.  

One of the teachers, Rodney, thought that part of the problem was that middle 

school teachers expect kids to be reading on grade level, and they are not. He was not 

alone in this belief. He said that he was not trained in reading instruction, so the only 

technique familiar to him was to read and read more (I7, L295, p. 7). 

Rodney: And that reading skills, I don’t think that we are trained, you know, 
I…and I’ve got a degree in English. I don’t have a degree in…in…in reading. 
And the reading skills, we’re not trained in that. And maybe we…we should have 
had some kind of experience with that kind of nuts and bolts of how people 
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actually go about the process of reading and…and beyond the comprehension (I7, 
L 837-847, p. 19). 

As Rodney said, and others agreed, most of the teachers were not trained to 

provide reading instruction. There were other facets to their roles as teachers that they 

thought were more valuable and yielded higher student outcomes than being a reading 

teacher, and this was possibly due, as Rodney said, to not being trained to provide 

reading instruction. In many ways, their discussions emulated those of caring, 

compassionate teachers who mistake concern for competence (Noddings, 2001; 2003). 

They entered into rich discussions of their roles that included more than being providers 

of reading instruction.  

To Provide Structure 

They defined themselves as providers of structure. They provided a structure in 

which students could learn. Providing structure allowed for the teachers to provide the 

type of instruction with which they were most comfortable and felt most effective 

delivering (Calderhead, 1996; Yerrick et al., 1996). One example of this structure every 

teacher discussed was the use of book clubs (Burns, 1998; Daniels, 2001). 

For many, how structure was perceived reflected a traditional general education 

view of teaching to the middle, but for others structure could just as well be a way to 

differentiate instruction.  

Some of the teachers were still bound to traditional views of general education 

that “teaching” heterogeneous groups, meant teaching to the middle, as Steven said: 

I mean (differentiated instruction) is something that is ideal, but it’s so hard to 
master. And so, what I rely on is, you know, aim for the middle in your classroom 
(FG2, L1256-1258, p. 28). 

This did not mean there would be no tutoring or additional help for students, but 

defining instruction with a diverse group of learners was not seen as possible for some of 
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the teachers. Steven, for example, used the same questions, tests, and structure for all his 

classes as he taught to the middle. He, like other teachers, believed in whole group 

instruction structure because it allowed him to reach the largest number of students 

within the classroom. It was difficult for some teachers to envision small group 

instruction as part of their structure. Small group instruction was dependent on 

homogeneous classes, not the large range of abilities they saw in their students, and in 

some instances, differentiated instruction was seen as socially unacceptable because it 

might stigmatize the students. 

There were compassionate reasons given for not differentiating instruction. The 

structure of differentiated instruction was not seen as benefiting the students for those 

teachers who perceived differentiated instruction as stigmatizing and teacher-driven 

instruction. Jessie described her concerns the following way: 

I could be wrong but I don’t think there is any way to do that without major 
support because of behavior and boredom issues. So if I had a small group in the 
back – homogeneous group of really struggling readers doing (a program like) 
Rewards, you know, there’s just that would  . . . then you’re singling them out 
(FG3, L943-955, p. 21).  

Structure that put students outside the whole group was perceived as negative and 

as requiring more teacher driven and designed instruction. Ideally, the book club structure 

used by all the teachers may be taught (or be designed) to teach to the middle, but peer 

teaching that will spark students’ interest and input drives what happens in the group.   

For other teachers, the book clubs were the perfect solution for creating a 

structure to differentiate instruction. Debbie and Kristen said the book club time provided 

ample opportunities to check reading abilities and progress. These teachers believed that 

structure could be created to individualize instruction. Debbie described reading as a 

“very individual instruction type thing” (I8, L824, p. 18). The structure of her class was a 

combination of working together as a group, in small groups, and independently. Some 
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novels were read as a whole group, and, in these cases, Debbie would read the novel to 

the students. Students would also select novels to read in the book clubs that could also 

be the novel used during sustained silent reading time. Debbie provided a balance in the 

structure that gave her time to check work and meet individually with students. She 

described how she differentiated the type of journal writing within a class of diverse 

learners: 

Debbie: Um, if I find that when they’re reading on their own they’re having a lot 
of difficulty with…with the comprehension, that’s one of the places where I like 
to go, particularly with readers that are having difficulty, is really…I really push 
the, like, dialectical notebook. Uh, the act of writing after they read.  In other 
words, so when… everyday when we finish up—and that’s something I don’t 
require all my kids to do, but there are some kids that I do make summarize what 
they, you know…it’s…you know, put it in your own words what, you know, what 
did you read today? 

D: Yeah, so how would you…can you describe to me how you define a dialectical 
journal?  

Debbie: Well, I’m probably using—and I’m t…because it’s…I’m talking about 
summarization.  I’m talking about two different things at one time . . .So, but, uh, 
I…’cause I’ve done both things. To me, a true dialectical journal, they’re pulling 
quotes out of the book and responding to them. 

D: Okay. 

Debbie: Okay.  … so what I’m talking about, I’m really not talking about 
dialectical journal.  When I’m talking about comprehension, getting them to get 
comprehend…to help comprehend, I really am talking about summarizing (I8, 
L1150-1186, p. 26). 

For students able to write a dialectical journal, they were expected to do so, but to 

differentiate without drawing attention to the activity; some students were required to 

write a summary or what they comprehended about the reading. Her structure was not 

entirely teachers driven and was very individualized.  
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Kristen also was open to using a structure unique to her and to the student. She 

looked beyond whole group instruction and traditional homework assignments in her 

work with a student identified with dysgraphia. She was learning from the experience. 

Kristen: Um, well, he does answer questions in class, and then, a lot of times, I’ll 
talk to him outside of class. 

D: Mm-hmm.  But, I mean, aren’t your other assignments writing assignments 
and things? 

Kristen: Yes. 

D: So what does he do for that? 

Kristen: He has…I allow him more time to write those papers, and he…he brings 
a laptop to class. And he will email them…he’ll email his papers to me. And his 
paragraphs will be about five sentences long. And I’ll email back.  You have, you 
know, I’ll underline his opinions for him so that he’ll see where there’s no f…no 
facts supporting his opinions or he has the facts with no discussion of them, then. 
And then, uh, he need…he needs a lot more prodding than the other Pre-AP 
students do, um, w…to do that. But then once I tell him, no, you need to do this, 
then he does it with no problem. 

D: Mm-hmm.  So has that been a real effective way…has he gotten better 
throughout the, uh, the semester? 

Kristen: I believe he has, and his mother says that he is…is doing much better 
than he has (I10, L641-682, p. 15). 

Providing a structure made the teachers leaders down the learning path. They all 

saw themselves as harbingers with students eager to follow their lead. Some offered more 

choice than others and some believed they could reach everyone. The individuality of 

structure, for those who looked beyond whole group instruction, considered individual 

student needs instead of the believing that the whole group needed to learn the same way.   

To Provide Motivation That Is Reciprocal 

There is no doubt that some of the teachers wanted their students to make great 

strides, and when they were able to motivate their students’ they found this rewarding. 
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These reciprocal motivating experiences were important and gave them a sense of being 

effective with their students. The nature of this mutually motivating relationship was 

heartfelt as the interaction of the student and the teacher fed both of their needs for 

success (Moll, 2001). One teacher described his perceptions of this relationship, “Our 

measure of success is we want kids shooting for the stars” (G2, L1534-1535, p. 34).  

For students 

They also believed in their power to motivate their students to learn and be 

successful. More than one teacher talked about being able to convince a reluctant student 

the day before the TAKS test that he or she would and should pass the test. Some 

teachers discussed motivating their students as making a difference, and making a 

difference was more important than any test score to these teachers.  

The ways to motivate the students were also tied to how inclusion and whole 

group instruction created a social environment conducive to motivation. Inclusion was 

part of the motivation plan. 

Debbie: It also allows us to incorporate those kids into a lot of other stuff that we 
normally would’ve said, you know, pulled them out and done in a little group 
with them over here. They can become a part of the whole class and they’re not 
ostracized (G1, L3238-3247, p. 71).  

This idea supported the structure of whole group, with the additional component 

of inclusion; the teachers believed that inclusion helped students avoid the social stigma 

associated with pull out programs for older students and that this increased student 

motivation. Another teacher talked about a lesson she uses each year that she described as 

able to keep her struggling students motivated for the entire year (G3, L4477-4484, p. 

98). Another teacher talked about the eagerness for learning that develops between her 

students and herself.  
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Cindy: Getting the enthusiasm going to my students with their writing and their 
reading, you know, getting them to believe themselves and getting them so 
excited about something that they cannot wait to share it with me or the class . . . 
And just getting to see them, I guess, have those aha moments and the discovery 
within the students and just seeing them be able to see themselves in roles that 
they possibly didn’t necessarily realize they could encompass (G3, L4489-4502, 
p.99) 

The behavior of motivated students would feed the teachers’ need for seeing 

results, which in turn motivated them. Just teaching content without motivating students 

in itself was not the reward or motivation the teachers pursued. They had to see student 

being motivated to learn. 

Maria: That’s it.  You know, you’re telling the truth.  My special ed children 
never fail . . . And it’s not because I won’t allow them to fail; it’s because they 
work so hard for me, they don’t want to fail (I6, L2447-2453, p. 54). 

For teachers 

One teacher talked about a student who until eighth grade had never had the 

experience of receiving instruction in a general education setting. The student had learned 

to type and now he was equipped with a laptop. He was in her Pre-AP class. His notes, 

homework, and other assignments were all completed on the laptop and sent to her. She 

saw this student engaged in learning and hoped to be able to accommodate more students 

in this manner because it was rewarding to her and the student. Her continued learning, in 

the form of discovering a new way to reach her students, was motivating for her.  

Teachers thrived on students who suddenly understood why reading was a 

rewarding activity. When students could see the value of reading a book, an intrinsic 

reward for the student, teachers also experienced it intrinsically. The teachers described 

this so passionately, more passionately that they discussed their frustrations that it 

seemed to be the sustenance they needed to walk in the school building every day, year 

after year.  
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Thea: Okay, I know what I love. I love it when I sit down and talk to the kids 
about a book and they get it. And they can ask me questions or they know 
something or they’ll make a connection with something in their lives, and it’s 
like, “Okay, cool, this is what you’re supposed to read for. And I love it when that 
happened (G1, L4499-4506, p. 98-99). 

Seeing students’ success was motivating. Teachers were passionate about seeing students 

motivated; its counterpart, seeing failure, was devastating.  

The male teachers discussed this quite differently than the female teachers. They 

were very specific in talking about their own motivation in connection to the students.  

Nick: You know, so, you got your…with the combination of your class size and 
your motivation and your actual…the multiple levels that are in your classroom 
that you’re trying to deal with, um, effective I don’t…I wouldn’t…I don’t think 
I’m that effective.  I think you have to get into tutoring.  I think you have to…you 
got to build…there’s a…there’s more…there’s too much time that’s…that’s 
needed to be effective.  Making a difference?  Yeah, I think you can make…I 
think you can help them move on and maybe be more open to what’s going to 
happen, and, “Hey, this is good, you know, this is what’s going to happen next.”  
Um, “Are you ready?”  You know, and, like, maybe you give them some 
confidence or something, but, uh, actually, uh, being effective to help them read 
better <Sighs> I don’t know, overall, probably ineffective, but… 

Steve: I think it’s frustrating, too because... 

Nick: Very frustrating. 

Steve: …probably for all of us, our measure of success is we want this kid 
shooting for the stars… 

Nick: Yeah, probably. 

Steve: …and we’d like to take them from the beginning of the year to the end and 
have them all passing and not just passing but doing well and up there, doing 
great scores and… 

Nick: Yeah, it’s a hundred percent… 

Steve: And how often—yeah.  It’s a higher… 

Nick: …or we’ve failed, probably. 
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Steve: …it’s—exactly.  You want them mastering.  You don’t want them just 
moving up by inches.  You don’t set a low goal.  You…you want them there and 
so… 

Nick: That’s our own internal… 

Steve: Yeah.  So you’re al…you’re…you’re constantly… 

Nick: …expectations, too. 

Steve: …frustrated that you couldn’t move them just a little bit more.  And, at the 
end of the year, you’re second-guessing yourself, saying, “Well, could I have 
done just a little bit more to move them along and give them a little more skill?” 
So… 

Nick: Yeah, maybe. 

Steve: …no matter what you end up doing, you’re always… 

Nick: You aren’t.  You’re always ineffective ‘cause you never got to a hundred. 

Steve: That’s…that’s the way I feel. 

Rodney: Yeah.  I always—it’s true—I always look for those little gains, at times, 
for those struggling students.  And then, hopefully, when I see them the next year 
in the hallways, talk to them and ask them how they’re doing.  Especially see if 
they’re making me look good, you know?  Doing well in their language arts class. 
And, uh, you know, hoping that, uh they’re doing… 

Nick: Yeah. 

Rodney: …doing the right things.  And, you know, I always ask them how they’re 
doing on their TAKS test and how they’re doing.  You know, just try to, you 
know, it’s funny that I try to pick out those kids that are struggling beforehand.  
And, you know, it’s just that, again, building those relationship and, hopefully, 
you know, what you’re talking about is …the breakthroughs (G2, L1519-1589, p. 
34-35). 

They connected their motivation to the students and it ultimately rested on a 

relationship they were able to build with the students. Structure and grouping played into 

this but they took more responsibility in fostering the motivation, accepting the 

frustration, and looking for those changes. They seemed to be looking at the whole group, 

not just those few students who might make the breakthrough, and while they were 
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motivated when it happened, they seemed to be more realistic about the practical the 

growth and development over time of a motivating relationship that they needed. 

To Provide Reading Instruction 

Provider of reading instruction was not really on the top of their list, and the 

discussions about this subject were distressing for many of the teachers. Although they 

knew the words, few seemed to possess an expansive knowledge of reading instruction, 

which is perceived as a problem even in elementary (Bos et al., 2002; Bursuck et al., 

2002; Moats, 1995; Moats & Foorman, 2003). The teachers who were trained as reading 

specialists and special education teachers struggled with their knowledge of reading 

instruction. They were knowledgeable about students, reading instruction, and how to 

work with students but in another context. They needed help to generalize that knowledge 

into a middle school setting. One former elementary teacher talked about her prior work 

and the difficulty with generalizing instruction at middle school. 

D: I’m very curious . . . Is it the systems that are problematic? 

Gloria: And, uh, it…what you were describing reminds me of what I did in 
Chapter One.  And, of course, I didn’t know any other system.  I had just started 
teaching there, but I really enjoyed teaching the Chapter One classes. We broke 
them up, and, um, I would let the…I was a general teacher, and I would let the 
Chapter One teacher know the skills we were working on that week and she 
would prepare lessons that supported what I did in the classroom.  So the kids 
would have my lesson and activities, and then they would go to her and we would 
switch half our class.   

D: Exactly.  Exactly.  Yes. 

Gloria: It was so good. 

D: Yes.  And the kids, especially when you get to middle school and you’re 
dealing with more kids, it’s very hard to figure out how to make those kind of 
systems work. 

Gloria: Mm-hmm. Yeah (I1, L1843-1877, p.41-42). 
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The teachers stated in the questionnaire that they were teachers of reading, but the 

components of reading instruction they listed for reading and literacy instruction were 

interchangeable. As more and more students enter middle school lacking the necessary 

skills, or with skills that no longer support the quality and quantity of work required of 

them (Leigh et al., 2003), it is important for teachers to be able to identify the type of 

instruction a student may need to improve skills or continue to build on established skills.  

When they talked about reading, it seemed to me that none of them were really 

talking about teaching reading when they discussed their work. Reading was the action 

required of students to do the coursework. They talked about the book clubs, which 

differed operationally from classroom to classroom. What they really discussed was their 

content area – English – almost with the omission of language arts other than teaching 

writing; however, this did not preclude them from talking about how frustrated they were 

with struggling readers who were not able to join in the content area work. They seemed 

to be engaged in a dilemma of sorting out content, literacy, and reading. The following 

addresses how they discussed their content area instruction, literacy instruction, and 

reading instruction.  

Content instruction 

Some of the teachers responded that they did not teach reading or literacy 

strategies, but focused instruction on literary analysis or content instruction. Many of the 

teachers were most adamant about teaching content. Gloria, a former elementary teacher, 

defined the focus of her sixth grade language arts course.  

 D: So, which skills would you say, at this level, that you teach the most? 

Gloria: The literary elements more than reading skills.  Definitely.  Much bigger 
focus. 

D: Mm-hmm.  What, specifically?  You mentioned plot. 
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Gloria: Oh, I…I have a sheet on all of it.  Um, all the literary elements—
foreshadowing, um, personification, simile, metaphors, um, character analysis, uh, 
plot structure, um, I’m drawing a blank. 

D: So you’re teaching kind of like deconstructing literature. 

Gloria: Right.  We’re studying literature (I1, L623-640, p. 14). 

Many of the teachers described their work as teaching a curriculum based on 

literature. During the focus groups, teachers with former elementary and reading 

specialist certifications said they were unfamiliar with the current approach to reading 

instruction.  

Beth: I was graduated during the whole language phase.   

Thea: Oh, no (in jest). 

Annette: Mm-hmm. 

Debbie: Yeah. 

Gloria: Uh-huh. 

Beth: I got a lot of, “Let’s teach the literature.”  I feel, like, very good at that part.  
I did not get—even though I did my student teaching in 2nd and 5th grade—I think 
that I learned…what I did learn—little things—from the teachers that were 
already teaching, the textbooks that were out there, and those things.  I did not get 
that in college.  And, um, oh, I had a teacher the other day come sing me a song 
when the E is short or something that…that she was singing.  I said, “Where did 
you learn how to…?”  “I’m a elementary teacher.”  And I said, “Yeah, but where 
do you learn that?” <Laughs> 

Debbie: Yeah. 

Beth: I don’t know those things to even pipe out to my kids… 

Debbie: Yeah.  

Beth: …as little reminders.  Um… 

Debbie: Mm-hmm.   

Gloria: The phonics rules.  I mean, when I started teaching, I didn’t teach in 
[another district] but that was the whole LOMS era, too.  They—do you know 
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what I’m talking about?  I don’t even know what it stood for, but I remember 
observing teachers.  And it was all phonetics... 

Debbie: Mmm. 

Gloria: Hmm. 

Debbie: Yeah. 

Gloria:  . . . on how to break down and decode words. I remember that. 

Debbie: Well, yeah.  And I’m like you.  I graduated—I have a minor in re—
teaching reading and I don’t know…  

Beth: Me too! (FG1, L817-866, p. 18-19). 

Using a whole language approach with proficient readers might have been 

successful when teaching content, but if students needed instruction to mature their skills, 

some teachers were at a loss.  

 Jessie, a first year teacher, talked about her instruction as content focused. She 

had been taught to encourage the love of reading through writing. She taught reading 

literature and writing, and based most of her reading knowledge on her personal 

experiences with reading. She projected these beliefs about reading into her instruction, 

and beliefs about how students acquire skills. In the focus group she had commented that 

she spelled well because she read avidly. She said, “I was taught all the rules.  But I also 

read a lot, so I knew how to spell” (FG3, L1458, p. 32).  Her knowledge of her 

instruction to improve reading comprehension was for students to write more. An 

example she gave was to have students write questions about what they had read as a 

measure for her to gauge their comprehension, but she was not able to define her work 

except through the content she taught. 

Jessie: And so, do I teach specific comprehension skills?  No.  I think we do that 
through when we’re doing short stories and Shakespeare, and we talk about 
summarizing or even when we look at a TAKS test and say, you know, 
summarize this right here.  Fit it into the bigger picture. Um, I don’t know if I 
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really know how to teach comprehension skills outside of reading the book with 
them, having them come in at lunch if they don’t get something, and…and 
leading them through questioning to get it themselves (I11, L730-739, p. 16-17). 

These teachers presented an interesting contradiction because while they 

acknowledged not meeting the needs of their students, they openly admitted to basing 

decisions about teaching content on previous personal and academic experiences. 

However, when teaching content or teaching reading is in question, many of the teachers 

taught content and referenced the connection to TAKS as the reason for these 

instructional decisions.  

Literacy instruction 

Literacy instruction is described as what happens after students master the basic 

reading skills and move toward maturing those skills to become more fluent, knowing 

readers, well equipped with multiple comprehension strategies (Mallette et al., 2005). At 

this point, instruction in reading behaviors is developed and students learn about adapting 

their reading knowledge to access various texts. The knowledge and skills one uses to 

read a map are quite different than those used to understand a metaphor or the facts of a 

historic event. If students have the basic reading skills and reading is not a frustrating 

activity, then literacy skills can be expanded. There is debate about whether or not a 

student is able to build literacy skills without mastery of basic reading skills (Allington, 

2001; Toregeson, 2002); as this debate is firmly based in the split between strategic, 

skills-based reading instruction (learning to read) and whole language instruction 

(reading to learn) and now definitions of literacy (Franzak, 2006). There is no clear 

solution at this time because so little is known about addressing the needs of adolescent 

readers, but literacy instruction knowledge is crucial for teachers of older readers.  
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Teachers admitted they knew little about literacy instruction. In fact, one said, she 

had never been taught either in professional development or conference session a 

comprehension strategy  

D: So do you work on any kind of comprehension strategies?  If that’s something 
kids are having trouble with, you know, have you had training in comprehension 
strategies or you know? 

Beth: <Scoffs> I don’t think. I’ve never been to a workshop on comprehension. 

D: That’s good for me to know. 

B: Yeah.  Um, and I’ve been to National Middle School Association, I’ve been 
Texas Middle School Association, I’ve been lo…I’ve never been on here’s a 
comprehension activity.  And I think that’s…when we were all talking in our 
focus group where we were feeling frustrated that we didn’t have the repertoire of 
here’s what you can do to build this skill (I5, L746-75, p. 17).  

Even though Beth produced reader response questions during the interview, her 

description of using these questions was to give them to the students each day and the 

student would write a response. There was little interaction or guidance provided with 

this instruction. The book clubs the teachers used were, in theory, to help improve 

literacy skills, but these were often described as small group discussions with students 

generating the discussion independent of the teachers.  

Beth wrestled with the idea of literacy instruction and often threw her hands up in 

the air about what to do with struggling readers unable to do the work she expected of 

them. 

Beth: Yes.  I think that a weakness that I have is the literacy skills themselves.  I 
think by this level, we’re all expecting them to have that, and, um, I see that, 
across the board, as something that we’re not meeting with these struggling 
readers. And I think that’s what we’re hoping is going on with some of the CARE 
classes, but that’s not meeting all of our <Laughs> struggling readers either, 
though.  So I think the literacy part itself, I don’t think we’re meeting their needs 
(I5, l37-379, p. 9). 
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Expecting students to arrive at middle school ready with reading skills in order to 

participate in a content-based curriculum was not unusual; however, when teachers 

wrestle with the duality of content instruction versus reading or literacy instruction this 

may be due to lack of knowledge about how to provide the instruction. When this occurs 

it becomes easy to hope students are getting the instruction from another source. 

Thea, a former special education teacher, said her approach to reading instruction 

was to read novels aloud with students, and this did not include teaching systematic 

vocabulary or word attack skills. She talked more about the resistance of struggling 

readers to assistance and admitted that literacy instruction, the most appropriate 

instruction for students in middle school, was the area in which she was weakest. 

Thea: Um, as far as literacy, I think that’s probably the thing I’m the weakest on.  
And I guess I just kind of am hoping, through osmosis, that they’ll <Laughs> 
pick it up with all this other stuff.  You know, they’ll read it.  You know, the little 
pep talks that you give them about you got to keep trying.  You know, the more 
you read, the better you get at it, and that kind of thing (I4, L477-482, p. 11). 

Some teachers were aware of students’ deficits in literacy strategies and assumed 

the responsibility to provide the instruction.  Debbie said: 

My kids don’t know how to respond to literature. I mean, just the basics. What 
was their character thinking? “I don’t know. It didn’t say.” So you have to teach 
them how to be good readers – how to think through what they’re reading (G1, 
L653-655, p. 15).  

Learning how to think about what is implied or being able to draw inferences are 

mature reading skills, which some acknowledged their students lacked. Some of the 

teachers used two literacy strategies: Before-During-After activities and visualization 

strategies.  

The teachers offered examples of think aloud strategy and context clues, yet even 

these were not described as a consistent practice they used, but as more of an incidental 

practice. Context clues were mentioned a number of times, but the way these were 
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described exposed a misunderstanding of how to mature the strategy once a student was 

familiar with it. 

Cindy: They’ve been trained to look.  

Jessie: …they’ll look at that word and not know what it means, and instead of 
looking around it and gaining comprehension…  

Cindy: I mean, we have to break them of that (G3, L1302-1311, p. 29) 

Context clue strategy is much more than looking around a word for meaning and 

is most effective when done strategically by developing the practice of previewing a form 

of the word prior encountering it in text. In more complicated texts, context clues are not 

always useful without understanding the strategy and less useful if a teacher sees this 

strategy as something one must be broken of.  

Reading instruction 

When asked in the focus groups what reading skills students needed to participate 

in curriculum, the teachers would state decoding, fluency, and vocabulary, much the 

same as they did on the questionnaire. But the majority believed they were not providing 

reading instruction. 

Jessie: But as far as reading instruction goes where we actually talk about reading 
itself.  I don’t. I’m not doing that (FG3, L722-724, p. 36). 

 A minority of the teachers was able to talk explicitly and in depth about reading 

instruction and providing this instruction to all of their students. These few teachers also 

provided literacy and content instruction. They were knowledgeable about all areas. 

These teachers had another thing in common: They believed middle school students were 

not finished with learning how to read. They disagreed with the other teachers and 

thought it would be ideal if students came prepared to middle school with strong reading 

skills but believed that regardless of being in a Pre-AP class, general/inclusion language 
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arts class, or CARE, the students still had more to learn about reading. They described 

what they did as varying in expectation and length of time spent on classroom instruction 

when teaching more specific skills, such as word attack, but all could describe what they 

did. In addition, they said they provided differentiated instruction.  

Two of the teachers, Kristen and Debbie, both taught vocabulary instruction all 

year to all students. They used different methods but vocabulary was part of their 

language arts curriculum and not taught sporadically throughout the year. They were also 

able to describe the literacy instruction they provided to increase reading comprehension. 

They structured class time to provide one-on-one instruction in the general education 

classroom.  Kristen would work with students during sustained silent reading time (SSR). 

She talked about oral reading checks and providing instruction during SSR with students. 

She said that if she expected every student to enter her class with the mature reading 

skills that she would be very frustrated and she is not frustrated because that is the reality 

and she addresses it (I10, L798, p. 10). Kristen also found time to work individually with 

students throughout the day. She explained how she checked the progress of her students’ 

sustained silent reading as another way to find out what students needed, which might be 

more than reading a book: 

Kristen: Uh, I mean, again it’s a really such a little thing, but just keeping up with 
their pages everyday, uh, you know everyday.  I try to do it everyday.  Not that I 
am not always good about getting it done everyday, um, and keeping record of 
that.  They actually get a grade for how much they read a week.  But I think being 
aware, to me, more important than the grade is actually knowing, again, ‘cause if 
they’re sitting on, uh, the same book for, you know, several days in a very small 
range of pages, you know, they’re not progressing with that at all. Um, they do, 
and, <Sighs> you know, some of them, and, again, that’s the kind of thing where 
you really have to individualize the expectation (I8, L 811-23, p. 18). 

Meeting individually with a student, she was able to establish the relationship that 

was important to success. Even though her practice may have seemed more teacher-
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controlled, with the knowledge she gained from knowing what her students were doing, 

she was also able to learn more about the students.  

She also believed that reading and feeling successful were intertwined. 

Debbie: Yeah, I could see that.  I think that reading especially is one, well, I think 
all school things, but, especially reading, is one of those things where success 
breeds success. If they feel like they’ve been success, you know, once they have a 
little bit of success, like, the more they have success, the more success they get.  I 
mean, especially thinking of kids that I would consider more success stories over 
the years.  The kids that, you know, just were not readers before that left being 
readers (I8, L 473-486, p. 11). 

She believed her work was building effective, useful reading skills helped build 

confidence and motivate students.  

Two other teachers, Maria and Annette, were different examples. They described 

themselves as being cheerleaders as well as reading teachers and the result was motivated 

students. Maria found ways within the class to work one-on-one with students. She felt 

that part of her approach was expecting all students to participate regardless of skill. She 

would determine the level of proficiency she expected dependent on the skill of the 

individual. She was not making uninformed judgments about student needs. Using 

knowledge from her special education and reading specialist training, Maria assessed 

each of her students in the fall and did not rely on the lexile testing as the only source of 

information on which to base her instructional and grouping decisions.  

Annette had been a language arts teacher but had taught the CARE class for two 

years. She assumed nothing about the skills of her students, regardless of the fall lexile 

test scores. Her approach was to reintroduce skills that would be necessary to participate 

in her class and other content areas. She described where she started in the fall with each 

group of new students. 

Annette: Um, I started the year with BLS, which is the Scottish Right Basic 
Language Skills program.  It takes it letter by letter. And we make sure that the 
kids know how to sound out the letter, um, that some letters have more than one 
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sound etcetera . . . And we have a flash card deck that we use. We code words.  . . 
I teach them about long and short vowels . . . We talk about, uh, digraphs and 
trigraphs, so they can see combinations.  We go over the key words.  Um, 
and…and I flash card a lot the first two or three weeks . . . They don’t need a 
whole lot of time.  It’s good review for the dyslexic kids ‘cause they’ve already 
had it . . . Sometimes it’s the first time the kids have seen it.  Um, our ESL kids 
aren’t exposed to that . . .  Um, our struggling readers, depending on what their 
elementary school did, most of them have not seen it (I9, L274-311, p. 6-8). 

She said many of her students were second language speakers who had been 

recently exited from bilingual programs as well as students with irregular educational 

experiences prior to middle school. Leaving no room for doubt about their skills, she 

started the year with letter sound reviews, most commonly used words, followed by a 20 

lesson reading intervention program Reading Excellence: Work Attack and Rate 

Development Strategies, also known as REWARDS (Archer, Gleason, & Vachon, 2000). 

After a semester of explicit reading instruction, she began introducing novels. She would 

take an interest inventory in order to be able to select or recommend books of interest that 

her students would be motivated to read. She also believed that every student in middle 

school needed reading and literacy instruction.  

The common thread between Maria and Annette was they attributed much of their 

reading knowledge to their graduate work. Even though Maria said her undergraduate 

work was completed when whole language instruction was at its peak, her graduate work 

in reading and special education had taught her how to differentiate instruction and 

provide more explicit instruction, which she believed benefited all her students. Annette 

often mentioned her graduate work in curriculum and instruction that focused on reading 

instruction. She stated that teaching for a few years and then returning to study reading 

had been an asset to her as a teacher.  
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PERCEPTIONS OF STUDENTS 

Their perceptions about the students, more than their beliefs about reading 

instruction, were unwavering. Those who were frustrated were negative and judgmental 

about the students’ abilities, lack of skills, and what they needed. The comments were 

similar to those found in previous studies of teachers who do not feel they can be 

effective in inclusion classrooms; however, some of the teachers who expressed these 

opinions had background experiences in reading interventions, elementary settings, and 

special education. This suggested their frustration was more possibly linked to not being 

able to generalize their knowledge into the context of middle school.  

But many of the teachers were not frustrated with their students, particularly the 

students identified for special education; they were more frustrated with students who 

were not identified with any disability who struggled to read. There was no resource 

room in any school, only CM, so students identified for special education were the 

responsibility of the general education teachers. CARE was available for only a limited 

number of the struggling readers. Many of the teachers saw CM as not much more than 

homework help and assumed the responsibility for the student’s instruction.  

In light of their beliefs on reading instruction, the strength of the structure they 

provided and the relationships they built to motivate students appeared to be the key to 

their success. The following discusses what the teachers believed their students could do, 

what they lacked, and what they needed.  

What Students Can Do 

How effective the teacher believed she or he could be with a student identified for 

special education had an impact on how they defined the students. There were those who 

believed that inclusion was not a solution because heterogeneous grouping did not work 
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well with their beliefs about structure. Frustrated teachers’ comments rarely included 

examples of positive interactions and student success.  

There were teachers who had relied on CM to support their students’ learning. 

When these teachers were asked what CM provided the students, their responses revealed 

a lack of inquiry into what CM did for their students and how students benefited from 

outside help. 

Cindy: A lot depends upon what you’re doing, and also, and sometimes the 
strengths of the CM people.  I mean, they’re all-subject, you know, generally 
trained.  So, for example, a lot of what they do with some of my struggling 
readers is they do a lot of, reading aloud with them. That’s real big.  And I have 
readers that like to go to CM because they want to be able to read out loud, and 
they can’t necessarily sometimes in the classroom (FG3, L673-685, p.15). 

 CM may provide support but reducing the instruction that occurs to time to read 

aloud or chorally does not continue to build on skills, learning, or independence. For 

some, going to CM was what students could do. For these teachers, it was understandable 

why they found it difficult to describe what students could do because they did not know 

what happened when they sent students to CM or what they might expect from the CM 

teachers. 

The frustration may have been understandable because CM was the only 

intervention available to students who had been identified for learning disabilities. 

Students identified for 504 or newly exited from ESL were eligible to be placed in the 

CARE class but not students identified for special education. Other than those eligible for 

CM, and this did not include all teacher identified struggling readers, the students were 

dependent on the teacher for reading support.  

During one of the discussions a teacher vented about the lack of trained support in 

her inclusion classroom. She claimed this type of instruction was harmful to the students. 

Gloria: …and they give you a teacher’s assistant who’s never been in a classroom, 
who does not have a degree in education, and it’s okay to say, “It—well, you—
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it’s not inclusion.  It’s support Ed.”  What makes it okay to say, “We don’t have 
the money to hire a teacher, so it’s okay to put them in this support ed class”?  
The teacher in there does not know how to modify; she doesn’t know how to re-
teach.  All she does is monitor kids’ behavior.  I think it’s a waste of time, and it 
just goes… 

Beth: And it hurts the kids. 

Gloria: …all over me (FG1, L1080-1190, p.24). 

The majority of the teachers did not see their students in this light, even those who 

claimed not to be reading teachers after all. They described what the students could do as 

being motivated to be successful, utilized the modification assigned in the IEP, and 

resourceful. They were sensitive to their students’ struggles, especially those who were 

highly motivated and then defeated by taking a test that failed to recognize their progress.  

Steven: Well, it’s frustrating because when you have those students who are 
highly motivated, and they stick with it and you still see them getting 
discouraged.   

Nick: True. 

Steven: But you do the TAKS.  You do those benchmarks, and you’ll have a kid 
who comes and makes a twenty-two in September. 

Nick: Right. 

Steven: And by the end of the year, they’re pulling off, you know, fifty or sixty or 
something.  Great progress.  I mean, at the same time they’re not passing (F2, 
L670-681, p. 15). 

Teachers did believe students were responsive to instruction and could make 

progress. Whether there was inclusion support or not, CM for homework help, or just the 

teacher, belief that students would be able to participate fully was important.  

One teacher made a distinction between the students identified for special 

education and those who just struggled.  

Thea: The struggling readers, I would say, overall, probably have a lower self-
esteem because they’ve always struggled, and they’ve very rarely gotten help, 
whereas the kids in special ed, s…you know, yeah, there’s a lot of bad things in 
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attaching that label to them, but it kind of gives them—I hate to use the word 
“excuse”—but it…it says, okay, yeah, you have a problem with reading, but 
here’s why and here’s what we’re going to do to fix it or to help you fix it. And 
so, they have more of a support system built in.  You know, they’re not just 
stupid.  You know, everybody just doesn’t assume you’re stupid . . . You know, 
oh, you have a learning disability.  Okay, well, that’s not a big deal.  Here’s what 
we’re going to do.  Whereas the kids that are struggling readers that don’t qualify 
for special ed, everybody just assumes they’re stupid.  You know, you’re the 
dumb kid in the class…that they’re the one that everybody makes fun of (I 4, 
L45-62, p. 1-2). 

Much has been argued over the identification of learning disabilities and the 

chance of missing some students (Kavlale & Forness, 2003), and the benefit of using 

standard special education practices of explicit instruction that improve instruction for all 

students (Will, 1986). Other teachers agreed with this perspective about struggling 

readers. For the students identified, the teachers knew what the students could do and had 

an IEP to guide them. Debbie said, “Because they have had such an intense testing that 

you actually have a print out that says what they’re missing” (I8, L454-456, p. 10). She 

talked about the students who struggle in the following way: 

Again, I do think that they feel like a failure.  I think that’s a very good way of 
saying it is that, you know, they have not had success in the past.  They don’t, you 
know, they don’t feel like they can do it.  And until they get that taste of what it’s 
like to be able to do it. They build up a wall really fast about what they think they 
can do and cannot do (I8, L490-498, p. 11). 

For some teachers, knowing what to expect from the student made a difference. 

With the IEP as a guide, it helped the teacher see the students in a more positive light. For 

the students, they were also equipped with something to guide them through academia. 

But all the teachers agreed with Thea about struggling readers and the toll years of 

unknown and unnamed academic failure takes on students. Some teachers worked 

overtime to connect with the students and support them in every way. The teachers 

believed that their support helped them and the students believe in academic success, 

rather than what might seem to others as unattainable. 
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Steven:  And I think I try <Laughs> I feel like I pour enough energy into that 
(providing the best education), but I think barriers to it would be, um, being just a 
more effective teacher and finding ways in which to do that and then, constantly 
trying to optimize my instruction and my teaching skills.  I think I said last time, I 
think if you’re in it for the right reasons, you’re never quite satisfied with where 
you’ve gotten your kids at the end of the year.  Um, so, yeah, I see that as my 
responsibility.  I think my responsibility at the outset is raising these kids up to 
absolute genius level and meeting that potential.  And that is yet to happen 
<Laughs> for every single one of my students, but, um, they do make gains (I 2, 
L842-852, p. 19). 

Many of the teachers talked about not making extreme modifications in their 

curriculums for students identified for special education but modified expectations for the 

work. They shared a belief about students being able to experience full participation in 

the curriculum and responsibility of the coursework. 

Maria: I don’t know.  I just don’t believe in differentiating, um, between, you 
know, children and your ability levels.  I just think that, you know, I might scale, 
according to the modifications. I might scale, if it’s for Johnny whatever, of 
course I look at his modifications.  And if his is scaled back, his is scaled back.  
But he still has, you know, he’s still exposed. But I don’t differentiate, you know, 
as to what I expose him to, as to what I expect him to do.  You know, I expect 
everybody to do the same, except for if they have modifications in place where 
they cannot, you know, because of whatever. 

D: What would be an example of a modification that would kind of supercede 
your delivery? 

Maria: Okay, well, I know if I have a child who—okay, let’s say I’m showing a 
video about the background of the Civil Rights Movement, and I ask students to 
take notes, you know, as they watch the video. That’s one of—when you watch a 
video in here, you’re going to take notes. And I might have a child who’s gifted 
who wrote three pages.  I might have a child who’s 504 for some, whatever, who 
has modified written assignments.  Okay, they might have a half a page. I might 
have a child who’s a special education child.  He might have three sentences. But 
I have to remember that everybody processes different.  That child who wrote… 

D: So you’re not looking so much at, output, you’re looking at the sum of the 
work. How you can tell if they’re learning.  

Maria:  Exactly.  So I might ask that child who wrote three sentences, “Tell me 
what did you observe on the video?  Just tell me what did…what did you see?”  
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You know, we might have a discussion, and that child who wrote three sentences 
is able to lead that whole discussion (I 6, L873-929, p. 20-21). 

Making modifications that did not reduce expectations helped students be full 

participants in the class. Students could be active participants with the right support and 

belief in their abilities to participate.  

What Students Lack 

The chasm between the skills that students lacked to participate fully in middle 

school curriculum and the refusal of some teachers to provide instruction to address these 

skills (due to their belief that students should already have them) was illogically wide. As 

Thea in another conversation said, they were expecting the students to pick them up 

through osmosis, but many were not going to teach them.  

It was interesting how supportive the teachers could be about student abilities but 

then turn a corner and be very candid about what they believed students lacked. Over the 

course of the study, some of the teachers became more open to looking at the students 

from a different perspective, but first there was a need to reach their own understanding 

of what students and teachers might be able to do by hearing from their peers. In 

discussing what skills students lacked - decoding, spelling, vocabulary, and fluency – 

they also discovered what other teachers do.  

Kristen: It’s basic decoding skills. 

Beverly: Uh-huh. 

Kristen: I have students, uh, definitely on that level of just decoding multi-syllable 
words. 

Beverly: And they definitely do ask, uh, you know, for particular word meanings. 
They go into vocabulary and definition by the context clues.  I know that that’s a 
big part of it too.   

Kristen: But… 
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Beverly: But all of that’s pretty basic. 

Kristen: …but if there are three words that they don’t…they can’t decode, so 
they’re not sure what the word is, and they’re calling it something else—three 
words in a paragraph—they might completely…they might not have any idea 
what the paragraph’s about.  Just with three words. It’s pretty amazing.  Um, and 
then, um, and then…and then on top of that, another layer is the vocabulary. They 
can decode the word, but they don’t know what the word means.  They can say 
and pronounce it correctly but they have no idea what it means. And so, looking 
at words in context, systematic we study vocabulary through roots and affixes, 
um, and building words with that.  And then we, um, I do a systematic vocabulary 
study of, uh, PSAT words. 

Beverly: Do you do that in all your classes? 

Kristen: Yes (FG4, L642-689, p. 15). 

Decoding is half of the problem for many second language learners, as Rodney 

discovered. He shared his experience with students recently exited from ESL programs, 

too.  

Rodney: But definitely the decoding issue.  I have some of my students that are 
not native English speakers, and I noticed that a few of them just—I had a little 
word, one of these reading diagnostic tests, and they just had to say certain words.  
And, some of them were blends.  The “st’s” and the “cl’s” and “gr”…and the 
“dr’s.”  And they were not saying them.  They were not saying the blends. And I 
know that that was causing some comprehension problems ‘cause they weren’t 
pronouncing the words right when they read them.  And they would stumble over 
them or would say them differently, and it would create a lot of problems.  So 
what I did for that one individual is I just said, “Well, look.”  I wrote all of the 
blends down and just said, “You know, this is how they should sound…  (FG3, 
L458-475, p. 11). 

While his intervention could be described only as situational, this scenario 

revealed a compounded problem for students – lacking both decoding and phonetic 

knowledge of English. 

A more significant problem was the lack of working memory that would interfere 

with comprehension and summarizing activities. Many of the teachers discussed the lack 

of working memory as problematic, but, there was no discussion of intervention.  
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D: What skills do you see that they don’t have in order to … 

Cindy: All the ones that we’ve been talking about.  I mean, they <Sighs> for one 
particular student that I’m thinking of, you know, he’s a sweet kid, but he just, uh, 
I d…he doesn’t get it.  You know, where we can talk about it, and he can sit 
there… 

Jessie: It’s a very literal surface. 

Cindy: Yes. 

Jessie: That’s how I see my kids that aren’t getting it. 

D: Wait a minute.  So you’re saying there’s a cognitive…  

Jessie: Mm-hmm. 

Cindy: Mm-hmm. 

D: …level that they’re not understanding?  That it doesn’t… 

Jessie: Right. 

D: …have anything to do with being able to decode or... 

Cindy: Right. 

D: …to read the words. 

Maria: Now, let me ask you this. 

Jessie: Some of these kids read out loud for me in class, too, when we have 
readalouds. 

D: Mm-hmm. 

Jessie: And they’ll be one of the ones to raise their hand and read.  But if you 
were to stop them and say, “Okay, sum that up.  What just happened?” they… 

Cindy: They’re gone. 

Jessie: …it’s a blank. 

D: Mm-hmm. 

Cindy: And it’s not that they weren’t listening… 
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Maria: So short-term… 

Cindy: Yeah.  Well, it could be short-term…  

Jessie: I mean the ones reading.  It… 

Cindy: …recall problems, it could be that they weren’t paying attention, it could 
be that they’re just too immature that… 

Jessie: I mean the ones that were reading.  <Laughs> 

Cindy: …can’t—yeah, well, I’ve had that …  

Jessie: Yeah. 

Cindy: …too.  “Tell me what you just read.”   

Jessie: Yeah. 

Cindy: “What?” (FG3, L2356-2424, p. 52-53). 
 

Lacking working memory that interferes with comprehension skills was discussed 

at length. Many of the discussions included students identified for special education, 

struggling readers, and typically developing students, which suggested some of the 

teachers neither saw themselves as interventionists nor knew about teaching 

comprehension strategies. They began the study with beliefs that illustrated a lack of 

connection between their lack of instruction and their students’ lack of skill development. 

They were able to identify articulately the skills students still needed to participate; 

however, they were engaging in discussions where they were hearing other teachers who 

shared in this frustration and who had found ways to teach students the skills they needed 

to participate.  

What Students Need  

 The discussions about what students needed were more reflective and centered on 

what the teachers believed they could or could not supply in their classrooms.  Whether 
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teachers believed students needed a structured learning environment with a teacher who 

can help them focus on specific skills, or if they needed differentiated instruction was 

dependent on what the teachers believed about structure. 

Small group instruction is the antithesis of whole group instruction. Teachers who 

believed the structure of their class should be through whole group instruction suggested 

that tutoring, small groups, or CM were what students needed. But there were those who 

described a combination of all these structures. 

Maria: I try to pair people that have the same chemistry that I know would work 
well together and receive each other well. 

Cindy: And get something done. 

Maria: And get something done. 

Jessie: Yeah. 

Cindy: Mm-hmm. 

Maria: That’s true.  So I try to do something like that.  And that seems to be pretty 
successful for me.  Because kids like to work in groups. 

Cindy: Mm-hmm. 

Maria: And, I mean, I just kind of go that route.  If it’s someone that’s, you know, 
that’s low, low and special ed, of course, if it’s going to really take up a lot of my 
time and time with everyone else, I really do refer them to CM . 

Cindy and Jessie: Mm-hmm. 

Facilitator: Refer them to what?  

Maria: CM. 

Maria and Cindy: Content Mastery.  

Maria: Which is a service provided by special education.  And I do that because 
they have more teachers available in that room to do one-on-one… 

Cindy and Jessie: Mm-hmm. 



 117

Maria: …whereas, with me, that child might be <Sighs> one out of thirty in that 
classroom, but they might be so needy that, you know, I can’t devote all of my 
time.  Whereas, in a CM classroom, that child might be one of five.  They might 
just have five students, but there might be two or three teachers in there (FG3, 
L641-662, p. 14-15). 

In a small group the student teacher ratio is reduced and teachers can focus on the 

assignment. Maria’s example of using CM at the teachers’ discretion was shared by most 

of the teachers. Few of the teachers provided examples of sending students on a regular 

basis. This was a resource room solution for instruction, but this was not the solution for 

addressing what students needed for other skills.  

For some of the teachers, not being frustrated or embarrassed was what students 

needed: Frustration with the task might lead to quitting altogether. 

Rodney: When they’re slowing down . . . they’re getting frustrated, of course 
they’re not going to want to read because they’re frustrated, and they’re going to 
push it away.  And they hear other kids reading, and they’re reading very fluently 
(FG2, L451-454, p.10).   

 And there were teachers who believed students needed to stay in the classroom 

and work within a structure that accommodated both them and the teachers.  

 Nick described how he ability grouped his students so he could work with 

students who needed more help while expecting those who could work independently to 

do so.  

Nick: We did that the other day.  It’s, like, this kid, you know, I have a kind of a 
group, they’re not totally separate, but I have a couple tables that are a little bit 
higher level with…mixed in with some lower level ones . . .You know, and this 
kid right here, I just remember him trying to do this.  I’m like, “No, that’s not 
what…you need to go back.  Give me another answer.” And he’s like, “Huh?  It’s 
the same as (another student’s answer)”  “Yeah, I know it’s the same, but you 
need to come back”—and he’ll…and he knows. So, yeah, and there’s nothing I’ll 
pre-create for that type of thing.  

D: Mm-hmm.  But it sounds like you’re doing kind of an anecdotal checking of 
the kids. 

Nick: Yeah.  Yeah.  Yeah.  Yeah. 
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D: It’s where you want them to be. 

Nick: That’s nothing I created. It’s a lot of work to…it’s more…it’s what they’re 
going be getting out of their brain more than anything else. So it’s kind of just 
motivating them to think a little harder (I2, L482-516, p. 11-12). 

He was trying out differentiated instruction, and he was finding that it could work.  

MY ABILITY TO TEACH STRUGGLING READERS 

 From the beginning, their definition of reading instruction and mine were very 

different. Many of them seemed to focus on content to the exclusion of direct reading 

instruction for the skills they had identified that their students lacked. I was confused: 

These were teachers whose students did so well on the state test. What was it? Was it just 

their motivating relationships and a belief that the students would absorb whatever skill 

they lacked along the way, or was it that the teachers were not able to articulate clearly 

what they did to improve the skills of so many students?  

What I Do to Support These Students  

During the focus groups the teachers, as a group, indicated feeling very 

responsible for students, but there was considerable frustration and complaining about 

hard to reach students. All felt some responsibility to do what was in the best interest of 

the students but for many, Cindy summed up the overall perception.   

Cindy: Yeah.  I mean  . . . legally, I feel an obligation <Laughs> to teach them 
how to read.  I mean, jokingly, it is my butt on the line, in the end with, you 
know, their scores and whatnot...that ultimately, reflect upon me as a teacher, 
whether or not that’s fair that, you know, I didn’t do back flips and do the best I 
could to get them to learn the information and present it in the best way possible.  
It doesn’t matter what they came into my class with.  It matters that they do show 
those language skills and that they are able to read and comprehend.  So, you 
know, uh, within that, PC answer or whatever, I do feel that I do have an 
obligation to teach it to them. In a selfish manner I can’t stand there and 
personally just ignore it and let them struggle.  At the same time, and I’ve told my 
kids this, I am not going to stand over them and tell them what to do or write, 
word for word.  I deal with a lot with my age level, with sixth graders, I just have 
real needy students and trying to break them of that.  And, you know, I’ll tell 
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them, “Guys, I’m giving you the tools.  You’ve repeated them back to me.  You 
told me that you, you know, understand them, and I’ve done what I can do at this 
point.  You know, I’m going have to stand back and let you do it and see where 
we go from there.  Then take what you’ve done, and then go back from there.  
Because I can only do so much for you.”  You know, and they’re, like, “Well, 
you’re the teacher.”  “Well, I’ve taught you.  Now you have to do it.”  (FG3, 
3987-4015, p. 87-88). 

In writing the results, I began to see more of Cindy in many of the other 

participants and this bothered me. The vast majority of the students in this district were 

successful on the annual TAKS reading test, but the teachers, as a whole, did not provide 

much in way of reading instruction and they were not defining themselves as reading 

teachers. Reading was an action they required of their students and they were at a loss of 

meaningful knowledge to give their students much more than reading activities. There 

was a statement I had asked them during the interviews about their responsibilities, so I 

looked again at how they had defined their responsibility toward their struggling students, 

those identified for special education and struggling readers. It was in these responses 

that I found something more positive.  

Their perceptions about the responsibility they had toward the students was more 

inclusive than some of the practices they had described, and in their answers, they did not 

reflect the candidness of Cindy’s remark in the focus group. These comments 

demonstrated that they did not give up on students, and in fact, claimed responsibility if 

students did not meet the outcomes set out for them by the curriculum. 

Nick: Okay.  Um, I think my responsibility, um, if they’re on level, keep them on 
level or at least attempt to keep…rising above that level, which isn’t as important 
as the kids that aren’t on level to get them up to the level.  So I think those, you 
know, the lower kids...the struggling readers seem to be almost a bigger 
responsibility, I feel (I3, L943-948, p. 21).  

The teachers were saying they assumed responsibility for all students and 

attention to the diversity of the student population. While previously they may have 
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talked about their frustration, maybe they were letting their frustration override their 

sense of responsibility. This can happen in focus groups when participants are either 

searching for agreement or exaggerating for other purposes. The discourse of their 

individual interviews showed a different side to their beliefs about their responsibilities to 

all of their students.  

Maria: To make sure that everyone gets a quality education in a non-
discriminatory fashion.  And deliver instruction that’s going to best fit the needs 
of all of my learners because I have so many diverse learners (I8, L1324-3126, p. 
29). 

Debbie: I believe my responsibility is to teach all the students that come through 
my door and some of the ones that don’t ever come through my door.  <Laughs> 
Um, to, you know, to teach them to be good readers and good writers, to and 
enjoy writing, reading and learning, and to make them want to leave my room 
ready to continue doing what I’ve taught them here.  Probably I could say that 
more concisely somehow (I8, L1503-1508, p. 33).   

Annette: I think, ultimately, it’s to help my students gain more insight into 
reading.  Uh, whether that’s from the word attack standpoint or the literary 
standpoint or, you know, comprehension.  Whatever they need is what I’m trying 
to build on.  And it’s definitely based on the individual.  It’s not a whole-class 
approach (I9, L1019-1022, p. 23). 

Instruction was just part of their responsibilities, but it was the giving of 

themselves and the onus they placed on themselves to see that students were successful. 

It was the way the individual, not the group, claimed that each and every student as their 

responsibility.  

Steven: To provide the best possible education to each and every student.  And I 
think I try <Laughs> I feel like I pour enough energy into that, but I think barriers 
to it would be, um, being just a more effective teacher and finding ways in which 
to do that and then, constantly trying to optimize my instruction and my teaching 
skills.  I think I said last time, I think if you’re in it for the right reasons, you’re 
never quite satisfied with where you’ve gotten your kids at the end of the year.  
Um, so, yeah, I see that as my responsibility.  I think my responsibility is at the 
outset is raising these kids up to absolute genius level and meeting that potential.  
And that is yet to happen <Laughs> for every single one of my students, but, um, 
they do make gains.  (I2, L842-853, p.19). 
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What Interferes: A Different View of External Forces 

What one perceives as interference often connotes external forces beyond ones 

control. Indeed, there are always things that interfere, but it is the way interference is 

understood that can keep an individual from moving forward or cause an individual to 

give up. Efficacy studies have found that beliefs about external forces can lead a teacher 

to believe these inhibit effectiveness. Many of the teachers expressed that they had 

unique perceptions of external forces. Steven considered the external forces of the outside 

world as simply a reality.   

Steven: <Sighs> Not living in an ideal environment where there aren’t 
interruptions during the day, where kids don’t have normal social distractions and 
everything else.  Life, I guess would be what interferes.  It’s just not an ideal 
situation.  If it were, where, you know, the kids were a sponge and you just spout 
out knowledge, then that’d be great.  And there’s just, I mean, there’s just 
individual differences.  And there’s one of me and, you know, sixty plus of them. 
I guess I just don’t have enough mouths to be talking to each of them individually 
the entire time.  And so, just inefficiency of class time, I think, would be a barrier 
(I2, L861-869, p. 19). 

Other teachers repeated his sentiments, perceiving the external world as just there 

but not something that stopped them from reaching their students. 

Debbie: I hope I do the best for the kids all the time, you know, even with 
constraints.  I hope that I’m always trying to do the best for them, and get them 
where they need to be in spite of whatever obstacles there are.  Because I do think 
that’s part of the job, too. People worry about the TAKS test and there are so 
many other things, and bottom line is regardless of what else is going on in the 
world, it’s still my job to teach them (I8, L1572-1580, p. 35). 

The uncontrollable existed but some of the teachers did not see this as interfering 

with their work.  
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What I Need to Do My Job 

Knowledge and skills 

Having the knowledge and skills to do the job was also important. The teachers 

had all been provided the same professional development about book clubs and 

differentiating instruction; and they had been given the freedom to implement these in the 

way that best suited their teaching styles. All of the teachers in the district were expected 

to obtain Gifted and Talented certification. However, the trainings were not meeting the 

needs of all the teachers.  

Beverly: You know what I’m thinking?  Like, it’s just making me realize this.  So, 
do you kind of think or see that the emphasis now on all of this training on—it’s 
almost like classroom management instead of, specifically, you know, they give 
us tips on how to handle the groups and all of that and questions that we can ask 
and so forth, but it’s mainly, like, time management and how you do all of these 
things.  And don’t you think that—this just occurred to me as I’m talking…I’m 
listening to you—that they’re assuming that the students are at a level…all of the 
students are at this certain level? (FG4, L2798-2809, p. 62). 

The type of professional development the teachers had taken helped them to 

organize instruction but not address current needs of the student population. Unless the 

teacher had prior knowledge or the incentive to pursue more knowledge, relying on the 

district professional development did not give them adequate depth of knowledge and 

skills. Beth had talked about the district language arts coordinator helping her implement 

a writing strategy. Now that she was able to use it, other questions arose but not the help.  

Beth: She got me started, I’m on the right track, but now that I’ve got the big 
picture, I need more. Now what? (I5, L1238, p. 28) 

Professional development followed by implementation support was not enough. 

For some of the teachers, what they learned just became layered on and not infused into 

their instruction.  



 123

There were different professional development trainings underway at each school. 

In the summer, right after school ends, the district generally holds three-weeks of 

professional development to ensure that all the teachers have had training in the strategies 

adopted by the district. However, the one-size fits all trainings did not always meet needs 

for knowledge in the same way. A novice teacher talked about the training she received 

in book clubs and rotations during one of the summer sessions. She described the training 

and some of the other district professional development as disconnected to her reality in 

middle school.  
 

Jessie: I went to a training last summer.  It was helpful, and it wasn’t helpful in 
that it didn’t tell me how to do it. It just sort of showed me what this one teacher 
did.  And she’s a high school, AP teacher, senior year.  And so it was like, oh, 
man, I’m…I do not…you know, I had to know at the beginning, okay, it’s not 
going to go this way. 

D: Oh, very different. <Laughs> Mm-hmm. 

Jessie: And a lot of stuff that’s out there is for elementary (I11, L1153-1168, p. 
26). 

To this teacher the summer and other professional developments were not 

connected to her reality as a first year or middle school teacher.  

 Having the training that met their needs and backgrounds was essential to doing 

their jobs. And the teachers did have a common language for the instructional practices 

they used; however, they were aware that they needed more than just this common 

language. They were individuals at different levels of skill and knowledge, much like 

their students.   

Kristen: I need to have the proper training—my own background and, I need to be 
willing to spend the time it takes to plan for the wide variance of skills of the class 
(I10, L1119-1121, p. 25). 
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The teachers often talked about the need for time with their students, but they also 

needed time to put new knowledge into practice. 

Having a common language of instructional practice kept them from working in 

isolation, but they were at very different levels of knowledge. Some of the teachers felt 

their learning was supported, either by a principal or a personal pursuit of knowledge. At 

some of the schools, if a teacher attended a professional development off campus, they 

were encouraged to share what they had learned with others. Their knowledge was 

respected, and they were connected to the school community. 

Meaningful assessment 

The teachers all talked about using TAKS scores or the annual lexile test scores to 

make instructional decisions, but none of them felt like this was enough. Maria talked 

about using her own assessments, but the other teachers felt they did not have enough 

information to make sound decisions. Even Annette, the teacher responsible for 

coordinating the lexile testing in her school, did more than lexile test her students But for 

the other teachers, they wanted assessments sooner rather than later. It was not just a 

score they wanted; they desired the knowledge to know how to interpret the results, and 

more. 

Nick: I think what you’re trying to get at is to try and figure out where. I look at 
it, and the two things I get, you know, there are certain assessments, but the 
assessments are so complicated sometime.  And I know reading’s not, you know, 
an easy thing, but it’s a complicated process.  But I think there’s, I mean, I lack 
assessments.  You know, I do so much informal stuff, one-on-one, I wish there 
was a little bit…I wish there was an assessment tool for me . . . other than just the 
TAKS or just my informal stuff.  If there’s just some basic stuff, you know, I’ll 
look for it, but I can’t really find it.  It’s, like, I have to, you know, it’s work to 
find out what are you…what do you need? 

Steven: Mm-hmm. 

Nick: So, you know… 
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Nick: Or diagnosing it. 

Steven: Yeah.  I mean, the assessments, just assessments in general, that helps 
because …it takes so much time for me to find out where they need to be.  And by 
the time that happens, you know, we’re sitting here in January and February, 
which is what’s happened.  I’m finally, basically, learning where these kids are —
this is your weakness (FG3, L1854-1874, p. 41).   

A community: Teachers helping teachers 

Many of the teachers cited their teams and district support as contributing to their 

meeting the needs of the students. Jessie was working with other content area teachers to 

support students through cross content area learning. She had talked about teachers from 

other content areas coming to her for help with student writing. She and the other 

teachers were working together and building vocabulary through a word wall activity.  

Jessie: I’ve been working with history and science getting more of those words in.  
Tomorrow the students are going to get to nominate (words for) their own (word) 
wall (FG3, L 1676-169, p.37). 

 The teachers from another school talked about a science teacher who assessed 

students reading ability and shared the information with the other teachers.  

Steven: One of our science sixth grade science teachers I had mentioned that there 
was a kid who was struggling… 

Rodney: Yeah. 

Steven: …and she <Laughs> she gives me back a, uh, a little diagnostic… 

Rodney: <Laughs> 

Steven: …she had done.  She had… 

Rodney: Wonderful. 

Steven: …the kid read a chapter, and she’d sit there and…and coded as she read, 
you know… 

D: Mm-hmm. 

Steven: …marking missed cues and what…you know… exceptions… 
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Nick: Former language arts teacher. 

Rodney: Mm-hmm. 

Steven:  (results) were just fantastic.  Exactly.  Former language arts background 
who… 

Rodney: Yeah. 

Steven: …goes the extra mile and does that in her science class, too, by and 
large… 

Rodney: Notable exception (FG2, L1390-1420, p. 31-32). 

Teachers from two of the schools spoke positively about peers and were open to 

working and learning together. From the novice to the veteran teachers, they knew what 

other content areas teachers were doing, worked with other content area teachers, and 

were familiar with the CARE class and CM. Annett, the one CARE teacher in the study 

described the community at her school. 

Annette: The language arts teachers accept what I do, and I accept what they do, 
and we know that we have a common goal and we work together to achieve it. 
Whether that means I’m going to them asking questions or needing something or 
them coming to me, we have to partner together, or it’s not going work (I12, 
L1319-1372, P. 29). 

Groups of teachers from these two of the schools talked openly about supporting 

each other and sharing information.  

The openness of learning and sharing was not the same at the other two schools. 

One school had only one teacher participate in the study and she did not speak in a 

positive way about her peers or principal. Since she was the only teacher from that 

school, there was nothing to balance her beliefs about the community. However, there 

were four teachers from another school who did not seem to share ideas or even know 

what was happening in other content areas, CARE, or CM. When asked about other 
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content areas and reading instruction, one teacher openly admitted not being part of the 

larger school community. 

Beverly: I can honestly say that I don’t know. I really don’t know if they do or 
not. And I know that’s bad.  I …but I…I kind of… 

D: No, that’s fine.   

Beverly: …stay in my own…I stay in my own world, and I don’t know (FG4, 
L2247-2252, p. 52). 

Later, Beverly emailed about further participation in the study. She wrote: 

I am so sorry, but I really feel that I am not equipped to respond appropriately to 
your study.  I realized this during the focus group.  I am a person who is so non-
analytical, and so focused on "the bottom line" of things that I find it close to 
impossible to describe what I do with reading issues, or any others, in any kind of 
intelligent-sounding, understandable terminology.  So, if there is any other option, 
I would really want you to use it rather than me in the interview (Personal email). 

I wrote her back assuring her this was not a study about what she knew but about what 

she believed. She wrote back saying she would participate in the interview, but 

eventually declined all further participation in the study. Her response to the prior two 

stages of the study concerned me because she was positive about her students and 

instruction, but her discomfort with the study and her admission of her deliberate 

isolation also made me concerned. There was little sharing among the teachers in her 

school and her email was either a sign of the lack of community, or the reflection into her 

instructional practices that was making her uncomfortable. She did not seem to have 

anyone at the school to support her with her discomfort.  

A good principal and non-supportive principals 

Those teachers who worked in schools with supportive principals mentioned good 

administrative leadership as necessary to help them act on their responsibilities as 

teachers. Good administrators made sure teachers had the materials and training to do 
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their jobs. Even in an instance where there was a lack of resources, teachers who were 

supported believed their principal listened to them.  

Annette: She (the principal) has given me tremendous leeway to set this program 
up.  Um, I think the gist of our conversation when I started doing this was, “This 
is where our scores are.  This is where they need to be.  That’s your job.  Go do 
what you need to do.  . . Tell me if you need any thing . . .And she’s sent me to 
every training that she thought would be helpful. She’s sent me to things that I 
thought would be helpful. She’s given me time to sit down with our counselors to 
help with scheduling, um, she will make sure my classes are covered, so that I can 
go conference with language arts teachers, um, whatever needs to be done, I have 
her support (I12, L1284-1299, p. 29) 

 A supportive, attentive principal who treated staff like professionals and not 

technicians made teachers able to do their work. The principal was listening to them, 

supporting their work, and allowing them to be better teachers. This was quite different 

for a few teachers.  

 Principals who were not supportive of teachers became an external factor that 

pushed teachers into deliberate isolation and an unstable, uncommitted staff. In this 

environment, Thea chose to close herself off from the rest of her school community, in 

what she calls the “sanctity of the classroom” (I4, L 908, p.20). 

Thea: And so, it makes you kind of have your world, and your world is, like, 
okay, don’t disrupt my world <Laughs> (I4, L1181-1182, p. 26). 

Thea talked about teachers leaving mid-year and an administrator who interrupted 

the classroom regularly. Another teacher spoke about her principal as someone who 

would make decisions about the language arts curriculum without consulting teachers, 

and which left them feeling powerless. 

Beth: When the administrators of a school don’t know what a language arts 
classroom should look like, what they should be doing, the changes that have 
been made, when they don’t know the buzzwords for that curriculum, and, being 
an administrator, they, sorry, they better know it for every <Laughs> discipline.  I 
feel…I’ve had administrators who are in the classroom doing coaching, doing, 
you know, giving ideas, um, backing you up, sending you places. . . . Here 
I…there’s a place…I’ve got this staff development I want you to go to, instead of 
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us saying, “Can I please go to a staff development?” . . . And I don’t know if 
that’s because of the money. I don’t know if that’s where I’m at here. I don’t 
know. But that’s been since I’ve been in here. I haven’t had the backing (I5, L 
1302-1321, p. 29).  

These feelings of not being treated as a professional or having to ask permission for 

materials came from a team leader, also at the same school where Beverly taught. The 

teachers were isolated and like Beverly, practicing a deliberate isolation.  

Parents 

An often cited and easy target of external factors that cannot be controlled are 

parents; however, the majority of the teachers said most parents did their best to help 

their children and communicate with the teachers. The teachers understood that the 

parents wanted their children to do well in school. 

Debbie: The majority of parents I have come in contact with . . . most parents do 
want their kids to do, I mean, they don’t want their kids to not read or not do well 
in school . . . We have a very eclectic or diverse, as far as economics go, we have 
both very, very, very poor students and moderately wealthy students . . . And both 
have problems of their own. But, I don’t think parents really stand in the say of 
education (I8, L1603-1615, p. 36). 

Some of the teachers did not find the parents supportive or communicative but 

nevertheless accepted this situation as just part of their job. Other teachers agreed there 

were involved and uninvolved parents, and that certainly their jobs were easier with an 

involved parent.  

What Prevents Me from Doing My Job 

Deficit thinking 

There were teachers who perceived the administration or some other external 

force as keeping them from acting on responsibilities. When teachers cited more external 

uncontrollable factors than positive, personal factors, there was also a lack of being able 

to describe specifically the instruction they provided to readers, and this was linked back 
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to their perceptions about the students. Rodney talked at length about what he called a 

culture of mediocrity, which he attributed to parents passing on to their children.  

His personal position was that school was the job of the young and parents had a 

responsibility to instill this belief in their children. There seemed to be no room for 

cultural or personal differences of opinion about education.  

Rodney:  . . . You see it more at the second part of the year than you do the first 
part - this culture of mediocrity - where kids will just choose not to do it (the 
work). They’d rather fail  . . . and no big deal.  I’m passing  . . . grades don’t 
motivate, threats don’t motivate, giving detentions doesn’t motivate, calling home 
doesn’t motivate. And then, you’re tired at that point.  You’re tired, and then, you 
know, you’re, like, well, I’m going to focus on the kids that do (I7, L1659-16871, 
p. 37). 

Another representative of a deficit view was Gloria, who also held the belief that 

students who were not able to read at grade level should not be allowed in general 

education classes. She was also unable to describe a reading strategy she used. She too 

held deficit opinions about students that she admitted were very frustrating to her. 

Gloria: Maybe it’s working with them being in the regular classroom. Sink or 
swim <Laughs>. 

D: Well, isn’t there something that would make you feel better? 

Gloria: If I thought they were getting something out of it . . . You know there’s 
one that I’m really worried about in inclusion . . . I’m just thinking, “Oh, is he in 
the right place?” (I1, L1235-1256, p.26) 

Questioning whether or not a student is in the right placement seems to mask her 

real belief that the student does not belong. She was vocal on this point, as were others; 

however, this represented a minority opinion.  

SUMMARY OF FIRST FOCUS GROUPS AND INTERVIEWS 

With few exceptions, the teachers were not frustrated with their students 

identified for special education; in fact, they spoke about how motivated and resourceful 

the students were when compared to struggling readers. This was quite a change from 
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what had previously been assumed by myself and other researchers. The district had done 

a good job providing students with all the resources they would need to access the 

general education curriculum and most of the teachers could see this. Their beliefs about 

struggling students who have no idea why they struggle and what can be done to help 

them, was unanticipated. Even those teachers who felt empowered and able to do their 

job did not ask that struggling readers be removed from general education, as Gloria had, 

just that there be something more tangible to work with than years of low performance on 

standardized test scores. They did not necessarily want a label to attach to these students 

but a way to keep them from experiencing failure and frustration.  

The teachers seemed to be struggling with why they did not always feel effective, 

and this appeared to be part of the reflecting and wrestling with their beliefs about 

reading instruction. Many came to the conclusion that they did not believe in teaching 

reading instruction in their middle school language arts classrooms; but in not doing so, it 

kept many of their students from participating fully in the content of the curriculum. 

Their awareness was growing on that point and it was making many of the teachers 

reflect and restate opinions, which was apparent in many of the conversations. They were 

sharing and building ideas as they worked through what it was they now believed or 

newly understood, thus, changing how they define their work and how they would 

imagine themselves doing in their classrooms.  

There were those teachers who still represented deficit thinking about struggling 

students. The firmer the belief that students should enter middle school well equipped 

with reading skills versus accepting the reality of student skills, the more the frustration. 

There were also the teachers not able to define themselves as reading teachers or imagine 

reading instruction as part of their content instruction. They were not able to bridge the 
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gap between what they wanted students to have and the possibility that they could teach 

those very skills to the students.  

Their discussions throughout the focus groups and interviews were candid, but 

they were beginning to talk differently about the topics. Some of the data appears to 

confirm that the teachers were wavering in what they reported in the questionnaires about 

their work. They were coming to different understanding about defining their roles and 

what could happen. They were learning from one another to see what was possible and 

learning ways to seek support for their own learning. The following presents the final 

focus group, which revealed a new conversation about reading instruction and their roles.  

REDEFINING MY BELIEFS: TEACHERS AND THE RESEARCHER 

Final Focus Group: Member Checking  

 All of the focus group participants were invited to a final group where the results 

from stages one through three would be reported. They would also be asked to indicate 

what they thought was missing and what they would like to add. After the concerns 

expressed by Beverly, I first asked all the participants if they would like to meet at a 

school or off campus at my home, which was close to all schools. They all suggested 

meeting at my home. 

 On the day of the final focus group, 8 teachers attended. Not until that day did 

teachers know the other study participants beyond who had attended the focus group they 

were assigned. Some were from the same school, including department heads. 

Anticipating that it might be uncomfortable for some of the teachers whose team leaders 

were in attendance, each participant was given a folder, which included a list of reference 

materials they had asked for over the course of the study (Appendix J), and a form for 
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their responses to the findings and changes that may have occurred during the study 

(Appendix K). 

 They were presented with the findings of the questionnaire, focus groups, and 

interviews, which was followed by discussion of what they agreed upon or thought was 

missing. All of the participants agreed with the finding on the questionnaire, focus group, 

and interview stages of the study, reported so far in this chapter. They were also asked to 

complete two more statements: (a) Participation in this study has made me more aware 

of, and (b) Participation in this study has changed my thinking about.  

Contexualization 

This final group was a different composition of participants and system of 

delivery than the previous groups. Throughout the presentation, I reported on what I 

thought they had told me in response to the research questions. The teachers listened 

intently. They were encouraged to join in, argue with one another, or add an opinion. In 

the discussion following the presentation it seemed that the teachers were looking at the 

issues from a different perspective. Over the course of the semester new definitions and 

visions had been developing. Denzin (1989) calls this a time of contexualization where 

participants draw upon new or emerging themes and patterns, and rethink these in the 

original context. The teachers had been reflective in previous conversations often 

referring to questions asked in a previous phase of the study, but what happened after the 

presentation was different. They were talking more about what they knew now, what they 

needed to know, and how they had come to this new understanding.   

During the discussion, Jessie opened up about the assumptions other teachers 

make about her knowledge.  

Jessie: Do you find discrepancies between new teachers and between the more 
experienced teachers? Because I’m a first year teacher, and I’ve still never been 
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told what is reading instruction . . . Well, you know what I mean.  It’s middle 
school… 

Group chatter: That’s right.  I know. 

D: That’s true and it was really interesting, too, because, in the study what I tried 
to do at first was to break the groups into new teachers and veteran teachers and 
things like that.  And it just never quite worked out as cleanly as I wanted it to 
because of scheduling problems.  But even teachers who’ve been in the field for a 
while are not all on the same page in terms of reading instruction.  Everybody 
needs something different.  Whereas veteran teachers may have more bits and 
pieces than you have because you just started… 

Jessie: Well, the assumption is I have more because I just got out of school (FG5, 
L350-368, p. 9). 

She clearly had been reflecting on what she knew about reading instruction. 

Previously, she had talked about not providing instruction, but not because she did not 

know what it might entail.  She and others voiced an emerging awareness about wanting 

information about reading instruction, role definition, meeting the needs of all students, 

and strategies that would reach all of their students. It seemed they were backing down 

from earlier statements about expecting middle school students to come to them with 

fully developed reading skills and were not considering that reading instruction did not 

end in elementary and might need to be continued into middle school. The discussions 

were going in another direction, not just a discussion of what they do but what they might 

do differently. 

This new element to the discussion was evident in comments by other teachers. 

For example, Beth, the veteran teacher who had stated in her interview that she did not 

recall ever being taught a comprehension strategy and who admitted to her whole 

language approach was not very working, talked about how she had been talking to other 

teachers about the reading needs of students and how they were thinking about their 
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students. She became very vocal about the way she was seeing her role and her work 

differently. 

Beth: I think I’m just realizing that.  Because I remember the very first 
conversation some of us had—we were all sixth grade teachers talking about 
after, maybe our first little discussion, that we are supposed to be teaching 
reading, and we were thinking that, Oh, that’s the elementary.  They do that.  
They come to us, they know how to read, and we aren’t teaching them how to 
read anymore. Um, I’m looking at it in a totally different light. 

Maria: Right.  But, you know, we don’t see that as something we’re supposed to 
be doing.  And don’t. But in teaching for ten years, I was not taught how to teach 
reading.  

Thea: But is it…is it that we have to teach reading in middle school or that we 
have to teach them to read better? 

Beth: Some. It’s teaching reading (FG5, L115-131, p.3) 

These three teachers were all looking at the phenomenon differently. Beth was 

opening the door to talk about her need to know more about reading instruction. Maria 

and Thea were reflecting what their work actually was and would be. These discussions 

of questioning what they had been doing for years were signs of growing awareness.  

Participation in This Study Has Made Me More Aware Of: Written responses 

The participants’ responses to what they had become more aware of surprised me 

because some of these topics were not presented in the final focus group presentation and 

were entirely generated by the teachers. The presentation of their beliefs had been 

presented neutrally and covered all the ranges of beliefs. There was no right or wrong and 

from the start of the study I had told them that my goal was for them to help me develop 

an understanding of what teachers believe about their work and what they see themselves 

doing in the classroom. 

One of the written statements they were asked to complete was: Participation in 

this study has made me more aware of . . . (Appendix K).  What struck me in their written 
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responses was that they wrote about their weaknesses in providing reading instructions 

(e.g., My weakness in teaching reading), versus all the strengths I saw they had (Table 

4.6). 

Table 4.6 

This Study Has Made Me More Aware of: Written Responses 

Veteran Teachers  (n=4)             Midrange Teachers (n=2)          Novice Teachers (n=2) 
 
 

That I really want to seek 
out ideas/strategies on 
teaching the skills not just 
the literary analysis skills  
 
What I do—so many years 
of teaching the same thing 
sometimes needs to be 
shaken up.  
 
The common problems & 
frustrations are across the 
board.  We all share similar 
needs to help us do better.  
 
I know better to expect 
more of professional 
development. 
 
My own ability to change 
the way I teach & how to 
make it fun for all students 
  
The different types of 
readings & giving them a 
definition & separate 
meaning & role in my 
teaching 

 
 
The value in focusing on 
specific skills and strategies 
in teaching reading  
 
The diverse need to focus 
on providing tools 
(strategies)  

 
 
How much I don’t know.  
As a new teacher, I am 
confident I’m doing well by 
my students, & yet I have a 
lot to learn.  
 
My own strengths & 
weaknesses in teaching the 
act of reading  
 
My weakness in teaching 
reading.  
 
My strengths (& over 
teaching) in teaching 
literacy (comprehension & 
analysis of texts)  
 
My needs for tools & 
assessments for teaching 
reading 
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The vast majority of the teachers was very enthusiastic about teaching and 

presented themselves as committed and concerned about effectively reaching their 

students. However, on their own, without a push or a “do it” command, their comments 

suggest they were becoming more aware of or were considering providing reading 

instruction. Their comments suggest a questioning of providing only content instruction 

(e.g., I really want to seek out ideas/strategies on teaching the skills, not just the literary 

analysis) when support for further developing reading skills might be a solution for 

struggling readers. 

A veteran teacher wrote that she needed to expect more from professional 

development. The same teacher who spoke negatively about her school environment was 

learning that she was not the only teacher who was frustrated. She was able to see that 

other teachers with and without training were also frustrated. Not feeling so alone was an 

important awareness and she may have been finding her way into a new community of 

learners.  

The questions used during the phases of the study had not been developed to 

make the teachers feel as though their skills were not enough. I had assured them that I 

just wanted to know what they thought about the topic and that there were no right or 

wrong answers. But their comments about becoming more aware of what they needed in 

terms of knowledge, support and their own ability to change were weighty. My goal had 

been just to capture their beliefs about reading instruction and supporting students, but 

now they were generating new topics about the need for knowledge, support, training, 

and the tools they need that they might have not considered had they not participated in 

the study. I think the articulation of what they now knew was not entirely from the study, 

but from the conversations, as Beth and other’s had mentioned, that had developed at the 

schools over the course of the semester. 
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Participation in This Study Has Changed My Thinking About: Written Responses 

On this response the teachers were even more united in their thinking. During the 

course of the study, many had referred to the previous stage of the study and how they 

had been mulling over what had been asked and how they had previously responded. 

These responses suggested a change. No longer were they certain that they taught 

reading, literacy, or deeply accepted the role of reading instructor (Table 4.7).  

In fact, in the previous conversations, no one had used the language of “my role 

as a language arts teacher”, much less reading teacher, to describe their practice. These 

written comments differed that what was voiced in the previous phases. One teacher 

wrote that the study had changed her way of thinking about, “[Her] role as a Language 

Arts teacher”. I was curious about how they defined their role and drew it from the data, 

but this teacher was taking the step toward defining for herself what her role should be. 

This was a veteran teacher examining how she would define herself and her work.   

One teacher wrote that she now knew she was responsible for teaching students 

how to read, quite a different response from what had been previously said about 

expecting students to know how to read when they entered middle school. Another 

teachers wrote that she thought it would be worth it to return to teaching the basics in 

reading with eighth grade students, whereas, previously she had been one of the teachers 

saying that students should come prepared with reading skills.  

There were also comments about defining the different types of skills and 

instruction we had talked about over the semester. The written comments suggested that 

now some of the teachers were considering how their instruction was more multi-

dimensional than it had once been understood. The majority had defined their work as 

content-based instruction, but the comments, “The definition of reading instruction”, 

“The difference between literacy and reading”, and  “My definition of reading/literacy 
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instruction”, suggest a change in how they understood their work to reach beyond 

content.    

Also, they wrote about students. The comments, “Struggling readers that are not 

SPED” and “Kids who are struggling”, suggests a different understanding of the diversity 

of the learners, whereas, previously, students who struggled were lumped together in our 

conversations.  

Table 4.7 

This Study Has Changed My Thinking about: Written Responses 

 Veteran Teachers (n=4)             Midrange Teachers (n=2)       Novice Teachers (n=2) 

 
My role as a Language Arts 
teacher 
 
I am responsible for 
teaching them “how” to 
read! — instruction not just 
literacy  
 
Kids who are struggling—I 
want to make sure they 
don’t fall through the 
cracks.  
 
My definition of 
reading/literacy instruction.  

How best to spend my 
instructional time.  
 
Reading instruction.  It 
appears that we may need to 
focus on grouping students 
according to “ability” level 
and focus and emphasize 
strategies.  Example , 
SOZR, Fernald Method, 
Four Square etc 

Teaching strategies.  There 
is worth in going back to 
the basics w/my 8th graders. 
 
The definition of reading 
instruction.  
 
The difference between 
literacy & reading. 

 
Struggling readers that are 
not SPED. 
 
The ways I should be 
teaching reading (in theory) 
despite TAKS pressures. 

 
 

Overall, the teachers who once said that they all taught reading, had backed off 

that general statement in lieu of a multi-faceted belief about what they taught, what they 

knew, and who their students were. Writing comments that included needing a definition 
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for the reading instruction, a new understanding of their roles as language arts teachers, 

and that instructional time was more than teaching novels suggested that maybe the study 

had been an experience that asked them to look at their work and students in a different 

light. These comments indicated they had changed their minds on a number of things. 

HOW THE RESEARCHER CHANGED 

The purpose of this study was to understand the beliefs of middle school language 

arts teachers about their role as reading instructor. Prior to the study I looked at TAKS 

scores and made the assumption that these scores occurred because the teachers knew 

something about reading instruction, but the data suggests they did not. Their students 

may have preformed well on the TAKS due to beliefs in their relationships with their 

students more than their knowledge about reading instruction. For me, this experience 

brought to mind all of the professional developments in reading for secondary students I 

have presented, and how polite the teachers were to listen to me. There was never any 

work done prior to the professional developments to find out what they teachers knew 

about reading instruction or how they defined their roles as content area teachers. I never 

provided the opportunity for professional development participants to build a foundation 

to be receptive to this new knowledge, thus simply piled on information with no place to 

attach it or imagine it happening in their classrooms.  

In one position, I worked for a year on a reading instruction project with 

secondary content area teachers. They were given a survey, or needs assessment, about 

preservice training and the reading needs of their students, followed by an intense two-

week training in multiple reading strategies. Some of the teachers complained about the 

videos we showed and how unrelated those scenarios were to the real life of their 

classrooms, and others spent the days drawing pictures. They were polite, but they 

resisted. Needless to say, they never used the strategies and I never saw much in the way 
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of reading instruction in their classrooms. Maybe if we had spent those two weeks 

helping them define their roles, beliefs about their students, the knowledge of what 

reading instruction looked like in their classrooms, the project would have had a greater 

impact.  

This research has strengthened my belief about the need for teachers to be 

prepared to provide reading instruction to adolescent readers, but it has changed my 

beliefs about the best way to prepare teachers to do this. Knowledge helps, but teachers 

need to be able to identify more than “my students do not know how to read”. They need 

to be able to understand how they fit into making a new instruction part of who they are 

and what they do, and this does not happen with needs assessment or long professional 

development workshops. I believe they need help tapping into what they know and then 

help in sorting through where it all fits.  

As a researcher, this study made me more aware of how diverse teachers are in 

their knowledge needs. They need differentiated professional development, just as 

students need differentiated instruction. This study changed my thinking about how easily 

it is for teachers to come to new beliefs with the help of their peers, the time to reflect on 

what they know, and support in coming to new understandings.  

SUMMARY 

At each stage of the study, those who participated were asked to explain the 

beliefs and perceptions they had about providing reading instruction to struggling readers, 

and at each stage those explanations differed; sometimes a great deal, other times just a 

slight movement. During the final focus group, there was no complaining, no blaming 

external forces, or finding things that prevented them from doing this job as had occurred 

previously. In fact, at the final discussion the teachers had their TAKS scores and were 

pleased with their students’ performance. They could have just considered what had 
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occurred over the previous months an interesting experience, but their written comments 

suggested otherwise. The results of what they privately and publicly communicated 

through each phase of the study suggested that they grew to understand themselves and 

their understanding or acceptance of reading instruction.  They also were considering 

their students in a new way.  

At the start of the study, all of the participants answered, “yes” to the questions 

about providing reading instruction, and the vast majority said they accept responsibility 

for teaching reading. By the end of the study, the teachers who had participated in all 

phases of the study were reconsidering that answer. The data suggested that most of the 

participants did not provide reading instruction; only two provided systematic and 

explicit reading instruction to all of their students. Many were bound to content 

instruction and expected students to know how to read when they get to middle school.  

Their comments at the end of the study, after a semester of conversations about 

reading instruction and struggling readers, suggested that the teachers were entering into 

different discussions. By the end of the study their written comments suggested they were 

defining their work and responsibilities toward the students in a new way. They were 

reconsidering what type of instruction they could provide in their classrooms, and 

reflecting on what they believed about instruction and needed in terms of reading 

knowledge to reach more of their students.  

There is often an assumption that if a teacher has training as an elementary 

teacher or a special education teacher he or she will know how to teach reading. Clearly, 

these teachers’ words and beliefs should make that assumption all the more uncertain. It 

was the veteran teachers with secondary language arts certifications who were more 

knowledgeable about reading instruction and who provided all students reading 

instruction; those trained or with experience as elementary and special education teachers 



 143

seemed less knowledgeable and provided fewer opportunities for reading instruction as 

defined by this study. Those teachers with elementary or special education preservice 

training and experiences were frustrated and were having trouble generalizing their 

knowledge into a middle school context. 

The vast majority of the teachers were supportive of students identified for special 

education in their classrooms; however, they did not feel it was their responsibility to 

provide reading interventions. They were most frustrated with struggling readers who 

were not identified for any type of intervention or additional support through an elective 

reading class. These students were a puzzle to them. For struggling readers, the teachers 

relied on their abilities to motivate students and the positive relationships they established 

with these students. 

The teachers expressed the need for more support in learning about reading 

instruction and in defining what their role was in providing this instruction. A supportive 

principal, meaningful assessment, and a strong community of teachers were things that 

helped them feel effective in their work. 

A few months after the end of the data collection when I met with the district 

language arts curriculum coordinator she told me that participants from two of the 

schools had asked for professional development in reading and literacy instruction.  
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CHAPTER V 

 

Discussion  

“Belief and reality are seldom perfectly matched, and individuals are typically guided by 

their beliefs when they engage in the world.”  (Pajares, 2002) 

The purpose of this study was to determine middle school language arts teachers’ 

beliefs and perceptions about their role in providing reading instruction to struggling 

readers and those identified with learning disabilities. Participants included 26 middle 

school language arts teachers at phase one of the study, 13 at phase two, 11 at phase 

three, and 8 at phase four. Participants were from the four middle schools in a suburban 

area with a growing diverse student population. Participants in the discussions were 5 

sixth grade teachers, 3 seventh grade teachers, 4 eighth grade teachers, and 1 sixth 

through eighth grade teacher. Data sources included a questionnaire, focus groups, and 

interviews. Although at the onset of the study all teachers said they provided reading 

instruction to their students, over the course of the study their beliefs about their role as 

language arts teacher and reading teacher became more defined. This chapter discusses 

the findings for the three research questions and concludes with implications for pre-

service and in-service practice, study limitations, and recommendations for future 

research.  

Secondary teachers are bound to their content and regardless of high stakes testing 

will still teach specifics within the content that they believe are most important for 

students to know (Calderhead, 1996). In this study, I had hoped to find what teachers 

believed about their roles of reading teachers to struggling readers, primarily those 
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identified for special education in inclusion classrooms. Guided by the research on social 

cognitive theory and teacher beliefs (Bandura, 1994; Borko & Putnam, 1996; Goddard et 

al., 2000), adolescent reading instruction (Archer, 2004; Curtis, 2002; Kamil, 2004; 

Sturtevant, 2004) and about teachers’ beliefs about working with students identified for 

special education (Guskey, 1981; Jordon & Stanovich, 2003), I believed that tapping into 

the beliefs of a group of teachers working with middle school students would shed light 

on an educational mandate for adolescents before it kicked into overdrive. If the teachers’ 

beliefs about their roles and students did not mirror previous research on these subjects 

conducted after a similar educational movement (Semmel et al., 1991; Vaughn et al., 

1996), this research might help researcher and practitioners successfully move forward on 

initiatives to improve adolescent reading outcomes.  

In many ways, the teachers did not have unproductive views of working with 

students identified for special education as studies have revealed in the past (Semmel et 

al., 1991; Vaughn et al., 1996). That was evident in the way they talked about their 

students and their responsibilities toward them. However, when it came to their own 

beliefs about being designated as providers of reading instruction, the focus of the study, 

their beliefs in their role often changed.  

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

At the beginning of the study all the teachers said they taught reading as part of 

their language arts curriculum, but during the focus group discussions they seemed to be 

changing their minds about exactly what they taught and to whom they were willing to 

teach reading. Had the study ended with just a questionnaire or survey, the clarity and 

depth of their beliefs would not have been understood by the researcher, nor by the 

teachers themselves. By the end of the study, the eight who went through all phases of the 

study had a different understanding of what their role was in providing reading 
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instruction, what they accepted as reading instruction, and who they believed it was their 

responsibility to teach. It was through the reflective nature of the study that these teachers 

came to use a different discourse about their pedagogical beliefs about reading.  

QUESTION 1: BELIEFS ABOUT BEING A PROVIDER OF READING INSTRUCTION 

All the teachers knew the language of reading skills and could define the reading 

deficits of their students, but for the majority of them, if reading instruction took place in 

their classrooms it was purely incidental instruction. It was not planned as part of a 

lesson. Even in the area of vocabulary, they were aware the majority of their students 

were still building vocabularies either by their age or recent exiting from an ESL 

program; however, vocabulary instruction was not a consistent part of instruction.  

Defending why they did not teach reading, many teachers believed that reading 

instruction occurred in an elementary setting and the students should come to them with 

the skills of context clues, word attack, and decoding. They did not feel the context of a 

middle school classroom was conducive for reading instruction. These beliefs are not 

unusual or unexpected when a teacher cannot see him or herself as responsible for all 

students or able to supply individual instruction in a general education setting (Scruggs & 

Mastropieri, 1996). They expected their students to be able to read because the context 

and content of language arts required these skills. Steven, a sixth grade teacher said:  

I just teaching close reading skills, and, uh, I mean, it’s just kind of what we do in 
language arts.  We spend our…most of our time engaging the text, teaching them 
how to go deeper, talk about on the lines, between the lines, beyond the lines (G2, 
L 312-314, p. 8). 

 He would describe rereading passages and asking questions but always spoke 

about this instruction in a way that one might consider for high school or college 

students, not students who were still learning to mature their reading skills. This view 
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was shared by many of the teachers, expecting the sophisticated skill of literary analysis 

to be natural for 12- to 14 year-olds.  

There were a few teachers who did report that they provided reading instruction to 

all students in all classes. They believed students were still learning how to read and 

needed instruction to help them do the deep and critical reading. These teachers believed 

there were a number of reasons that students did not arrive at middle school with the 

reading skills they needed. Students might need instruction to mature reading behaviors 

and abilities (Franzak, 2006), or students might have received instruction that no longer 

worked for the type of reading required of them (Leach et al., 2003), or that reading 

abilities were as individual as the students themselves (Buly & Valencia, 2002, 2003). 

Regardless of the reason, these teachers believed they provided reading instruction to all 

students – Pre- AP and students identified for special education. They described their 

instruction as consistent, differentiated, and systematic.  

The vast majority of the teachers did not accept that the role of reading instructor 

as part of their role as language arts instructor. They were like other content area teachers 

who define their beliefs about their role by the content area they teach. They were more 

focused on covering the content and materials than improving the reading or literacy 

skills needed to access the curricular materials (Draper et al., 2005). 

QUESTION 2: BELIEFS ABOUT STUDENTS  

Were they willing to teach all students? Again the group was split in what they 

believed. There was only one teacher, Gloria, who expressed negative views of students 

identified for special education and struggling readers being in a general education 

classroom and her voice echoed teachers who participated in previous research conducted 

during the REI (Semmel et al., 1991; Vaughn et al., 1996). She believed it was not 

beneficial to the students to be in a general education class because they could not receive 
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adequate instruction. Although resources were available (e.g., Content Mastery (CM), 

classroom assistant, small group instruction) she was never able to pull these resources 

together to make them work. Likewise, other teachers who were not as vocal as Gloria 

did not seem to have in depth knowledge about the resources available to their students. 

One teacher, Cindy, talked about sending her struggling students to CM, but CM was 

only available for students identified for special education and her perception of how best 

to utilize the resource was limited.  

Well, a lot of it depends upon what you’re doing, and also, um, and sometimes the 
strengths of the CM people.  I mean, they’re all-subject, you know, generally 
trained.  So, for example, a lot of what they do with some of my struggling 
readers is they do a lot of, um, reading aloud with them  . . . Um, that’s real big.  
And I have readers that like to go to CM because they want to be able to read out 
loud, and they can’t necessarily sometimes in the classroom . . . And so, they get 
to read along with someone.  Um, I know that I’ve sent a couple of them that are 
struggling together to CM.  They have the opportunity where they’re able to read 
verbally and, you know, have the opportunity to sound it out more.  And, you 
know, and also, sometimes the CM teacher will read it right along with them…  
(FG3, L675-694, p. 15-16). 

The majority of the teachers did not share in these beliefs about the students. They 

believed that students identified for special education within the existing systems in the 

district had ample resources to support them as students and had learned to be 

resourceful. They provided examples of students leading class discussions and fully 

participating in all the learning activities through appropriate differentiated instruction 

that did not lessen learning expectations. They also believed the students identified for 

special education knew about themselves and their learning abilities, the result of strong 

special education services in the district. 

The surprise was their beliefs about struggling readers. Struggling readers were 

not described as resourceful, but more often as apathetic. The teachers found it 

challenging, but not impossible to reach a struggling reader. Debbie talked about how 
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difficult it can be to reach a student who has made decisions about school after years of 

failure. 

The biggest obstacle that I see in the path of students right now is their own 
apathy . . . And so it’s getting…getting a thirteen year old to change their way of 
thinking about their life.  That’s a hard obstacle to overcome. … but I don’t think 
it’s an impossible obstacle to overcome  (I8, L1590-1624, p. 36). 

All teachers agreed that struggling readers were an entity unto themselves. They 

were challenging, but as Debbie said, not impossible. Many of the teachers struggled with 

their responsibility toward struggling readers and agreed that struggling students were a 

bigger problem for them than students identified for special education or 504. Some 

teachers talked about wanting to have a diagnosis that would tell them something about 

the learner. Other teachers believed that students who struggled were not served in their 

educational system, and not merely because there was no diagnosis. They believed the 

students suffered, especially as adolescents, from years of failure when there was no 

guidance on why they had difficulties learning.  

 Not all of the teachers accepted the role of providing reading instruction to 

students identified for special education or struggling readers. A few were adamant about 

their belief about students not being served in general education regardless of available 

resources. Others were not as adamant but were serving students by sending them to CM 

instead of teaching them in the general education classroom. However, the majority 

accepted their role of teacher to students identified for special education, but not as 

reading instructor to struggling readers. Those who embraced the students but did not 

teach reading, did not teach it to their general education students either. And the same 

group of teachers who provided reading instruction was also able to say they believed 

their role was to include students identified for special education as student they were 

responsible to teach.  
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QUESTION 3 – WHAT FACTORS AFFECT HOW BELIEFS ARE ENACTED? 

Question three looked at the factors teachers believed supported or kept them 

from enacting their beliefs. The factors that supported them were found in building strong 

student and teacher relationships, having a supportive administration, learning through 

professional development that provided them with the knowledge they needed to do their 

work, and seeing their work as a profession, not a job. The factors that interfered or kept 

them from enacting their beliefs were non-supportive relationships with students and 

administrators, professional development that did not provide knowledge they need to do 

their jobs, and a belief that low ability students did not belong in general education 

settings. All of these factors contribute to how the teachers defined their work and the 

work they believed they were able to do. The following is a discussion of these factors in 

relation to two elements of social cognitive theory: self-concept and self-efficacy. 

How We Define and Envision the Work That We Do: Social Cognitive Theory, Self-
Concept and Self-Efficacy 

In any situation, there are multiple views of the same reality and these realities are 

socially constructed. When research seeks to acknowledge the range of realities 

participants bring to the research and the factors that motivate or constrain them, 

quantitative methodologies fall short (Patton, 2002). In this study, the participants were 

encouraged to freely express opinions and ideas they held individually or were shared by 

a group (Morgan, 1997).  Aspects of social cognitive theory (SCT) offered a theoretical 

framework that encompassed, respected, recorded, and engaged the teachers’ realities. 

The triadic reciprocality, the interplay between the personal, behavioral, and 

environmental factors, considers the human agency of learning and the individual 

(Bandura, 1986; Pajares, 2002), and it was the design of the study that encouraged them 
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to be participants in the growing understanding of their beliefs; however, the change in 

their beliefs that occurred was unanticipated.   

The participants developed a different understanding of how they defined their 

roles in providing reading instruction to their students, how they understood their 

relationship to their students, what they perceived made their work effective, what they 

needed to enact these beliefs, and what exactly they knew about reading instruction. 

Wellington (2000) says qualitative research seeks to describe a reality that exists for a 

population that shares some unifying elements; these teachers began to share a reality and 

brought something unique to the event. Through the course of this study the beliefs and 

perceptions mirrored a depth of knowledge about what they knew about instruction for 

me, but more importantly, about how they defined themselves, the work they do, and 

what they could foresee themselves as being capable of doing. The following reports on 

these findings in relations to self-concept and self-efficacy.   

Self-Concept: Describing and Defining the Work That I Do  

Self-concept encompasses individual beliefs and these can change dependent on 

specific environment and occurs under certain conditions. The individual creates a 

definition about the self that is domain specific. For example, a novice teacher in the 

study was uncomfortable using transitions during a class period and it seemed a good 

idea to her to maintain student interest by limiting transitions. Her self-concept or how 

she defined herself was one not being capable of leading students through transitions 

without losing control. 

D: What do you see as the difference between being able to do groups (book 
clubs) that way and being able to set up you mentioned stations, you know, where 
kids rotate, um, and experience different things? 

Jessie: I just don’t know if I have enough for them to rotate around in without 
some sort of guidance. 
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D: But you don’t guide them in their book groups, other than… 

Jessie: But they have something in front of them. There was…I don’t know what 
they would rotate around into. Um, I don’t know.  I just haven’t seen it. I don’t… 
I don’t know anything about it.  And I just—transitioning is such a huge thing.  
I’ve…that’s what I…I don’t have problems with, but my lessons are all about 
how many…how little transitioning <Laughs> can we do in a class period. They 
get into groups one time, and then they’re done and they put away their 
<Laughs> binders ‘cause it takes a long time to get settled back down. And I just 
don’t know if I can, in my head, see that working.  But the teacher I student taught 
for last year could not see literature circles working. And I brought her in this year 
and showed them to her and showed her how I was doing it.  So it’s just…I just 
don’t know how to do it (I11, L1022-1064, p. 23-24) 

At this point, she was saying, “I am not a teacher who likes transitions during the 

class and do not create lessons where that happens because I do not know what they look 

like or how to do it”. Outside of class, she may be masterful at planning daylong events 

that include many transitions, but in her classroom example she would define herself as, 

someone who is not comfortable with transitions.   

Self-concept also includes social and self-comparisons, as Jessie did with her 

example. She modeled for another teacher how to use the book clubs (or literature circles, 

as she called them). The other teacher was able to see the activity and begin to re-

conceptualize what that instruction might be like for her.  Since self-concepts change 

depending on setting and condition; the different stages of the study provided differing 

conditions for the teachers to examine self-concepts about their roles as reading teachers. 

In each focus group, at least one member said, “We are not reading teachers,” and 

others echoed this comment in the groups. The final focus group’s written comments 

about their growing awareness and change of thinking about the topics in the study 

suggest that it was through the process of asking them to define their self-concepts, the 

ways in which they defined the work they did in their classrooms, that was the source of 

their changing in awareness. Initially, they all thought they taught reading but by the end 
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they were not as certain. The conversations the teachers had with each other, in and 

outside of the research group, prompted reflection and the reconsideration of previously 

held beliefs about the reading instruction they provided as part of their role as language 

arts teachers.  

Self-Efficacy: What I Can Do 

Self-efficacy encompasses beliefs about ability and Bandura (1994) suggests that 

self-efficacy is the most powerful influence over our abilities to perform a task in any 

situation. These personal judgments are strongly influenced by social conditions (Pajares, 

2002). Self-efficacy is more a question of “Can I?” than of personal definition. One may 

possess all the knowledge and skills to perform a task, but if the answer to the question 

leads to doubt about ability, one will not even attempt the task. This perception can 

change depending on social conditions. Returning to the novice teacher and transitions, if 

her belief is, “I’m new and I cannot do transitions in my class,” she was not ready to 

attempt them; however, this could change if she had another teacher supporting her as she 

worked through learning how to do transitions (successful experiences) or she might 

learn from watching other teachers model transitions (vicarious experience), as she had 

done for another teacher with the book clubs. Our natures, developed over time with life 

experiences influence which experience would best for her to learn from. Self-efficacy 

asks for personal judgments under the influence of social comparisons, and is 

individually determined, so it would not be possible to say that the statements made at the 

end of the study are definitive changes in beliefs; however, they do illustrate a personal 

willingness of the participants to reconsider what can be accomplished.  

During the study the teachers heard others talk about reading instruction being 

provided within a content area classroom. They told me they were looking at their 

instruction differently. And they were reconsidering the amount of knowledge they had 
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and what they needed to learn. At the final focus group, the following discussion 

occurred:  

Beth: I think it’s, um, just realizing that.  ‘Cause I remember the very first 
conversation some of us had—we were all sixth grade teachers talking about 
after, maybe our first little discussion, that we are supposed to be teaching 
reading, um, and we were thinking that, oh, that’s the elementary.  They do that.  
They come to us, they know how to read, and we aren’t teaching them how to 
read anymore.  Um, I’m looking at it in a totally different light. 

Group: <words of agreement> 

Beth: Right.  But, you know, we don’t see that as something we’re supposed to be 
doing.  And don’t—I…but in teaching for ten years, I was not taught how to teach 
reading.  

Thea: But is it…is it that we have to teach reading in middle school or that we 
have to teach them to read better? 

Beth: Some it’s teaching reading. 

Annette: Both.   

Jessie:  Both? 

Beth: I think both.  

Jessie: I’d say, I think it depends on the kids.  I think some of the kids need to 
read better, but some of the kids need…need—yeah, need to be taught how to 
read. 

Beth: Have just gotten here…they’ve made it through, but maybe… 

Jessie: Yeah. 

Thea: Maybe it…when I think of teaching reading, I think of, you know, sounding 
out the word and all that other stuff.  So maybe I’m thinking of it as reading more 
effectively.  Okay, I know how to sound out the word.  I know how to read the 
sentence.  I’m not very fluent, but I can do that.  But I still don’t understand what 
it is I’m reading.  I don’t know what to do when I get to a word I don’t know and 
those kinds of things. 

Jessie: Yeah. 

Thea: So, to me, it’s like being a more effective reader.  
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Beth: I think that’s still . . . this goes into this whole what a definition of what 
everything is (FG5, L115-155, p. 3-4). 

The teachers were defining and imagining something quite different from what 

they had when they entered the study. There was a growing understanding that the 

curriculum many of them believed themselves to be efficacious in delivering was a 

content-based curriculum, but how did reading instruction fit with this new knowledge? 

They answered this question with both: both content and reading instruction should be 

part of their roles and what they are able to do.  

They had questions now. What should reading be at this level? How can we teach 

students to be more fluent readers? What is my new role and responsibility to my 

students?  

LIMITATIONS OF THE RESEARCH 

The limitations of qualitative studies that use focus group or interview 

methodologies assumes the participants are able to clearly describe their beliefs and 

perceptions in a few meetings, when in reality all one can hope to capture is a particular 

understanding of a moment that is subject to multiple influences (Glesne, 1999). It would 

be impossible to say that this study will make these teachers change their beliefs about 

the obstacles they perceive as keeping them from reaching all of their students or to 

incorporate reading instruction into the content area curriculum by next fall. One can only 

hope to have helped them consider these issues from a different perspective. 

The number of participants in this study was small and results cannot be 

generalized to other populations. And, as the researcher, these are my words. The 

teachers were involved in member-checking, but the final results are certainly a reflection 

of looking at this phenomenon through my personal lens. Also, there were never any 
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observations of teachers at work with students, so this study is a recording of their reports 

of their beliefs about what they do, were able to define, and envision doing.  

Also, there was some evidence of deficit thinking and lack of cultural awareness; 

however, these topics are beyond the scope of this study and should be considered a next 

step in the research. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

For the majority of teachers in this study, reading instructor was not a role they 

accepted; without such acceptance they could not define themselves as reading 

instructors and provided reasons for not being able to provide reading instruction in their 

classrooms. For a few, yes, they did define their roles as a fusion of language arts and 

reading teachers where reading was still an instructional activity achieved through routine 

and systematic instruction to all students. These findings suggest there are implications 

for further research in the areas of policy, teacher research, and reading instruction.  

If current policy hopes to change reading outcomes for struggling adolescent 

readers, there needs to be a better understanding of teachers’ beliefs about their roles as 

reading teachers. Currently, NCLB is expanding focus to include adolescent readers and 

IDEA requires more inclusion of students identified for special education to participate in 

the general education curriculum. Since much of the previous research has focused how 

these policies impact elementary little is known about what the impact will be for middle 

and high schools, particularly for those teachers who historically have not seen this 

dynamic as their responsibility and may be less prepared with the knowledge and tools 

that would lead to effective instruction (Billingsley & Cross, 1992; O’Brien et al., 1995; 

Semmel et al., 1991). To continue with policies of compliance before we are certain what 

is the best way to serve teachers and struggling readers in general education classrooms 

would not be sensible.   
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This study was limited to middle school language arts teachers, because, as this 

study concluded, it is all too wrongly assumed that they will have the knowledge, skills, 

and pedagogical beliefs to provide reading instruction. Other content area teachers are 

now faced with students who cannot access curriculum and there is a rising expectation 

that they provide reading or literacy instruction but they are even less prepared or willing 

to conceptualize the role of both content area teacher and reading teacher (Fisher & Ivey, 

2006). Research on the beliefs and perceptions about math, science, and social studies in 

relation to reading instruction for struggling readers would build a knowledge base that 

does not currently exist.  

As for reading instruction, what should it look like beyond elementary grades, 

particularly for struggling readers? Should it be a review of every aspect of reading 

development from phonemic awareness to reading strategies? What happens with 

adolescent readers once they are saturated with the basic skills but still struggle to access 

text? Also, who is responsible for providing the instruction? The teachers in this study 

were concerned with students who are unable to apply basic reading skills and mature in 

fluency and comprehension. It is unclear how to improve fluency and comprehension in 

older readers. It could be that the deficits are in the text or how literacy knowledge is 

defined for adolescents (Mallette et al., 2005). Franzak (2006) suggests that current 

definitions of adolescent readers, literacy theory, and policy do more to marginalize 

students than respect the knowledge and abilities they possess. There is much to be 

learned. 

As many schools in response to IDEA 2004 eliminate resource rooms, we must 

also understand other content area teachers’ beliefs about working with students 

identified for special education. The teachers in this study worked in schools practicing 

full inclusion, but it was apparent many were unfamiliar with resources or how to best 
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utilize available resources. What is known about secondary content area teachers’ beliefs 

about working in inclusive setting suggests teachers are still not at ease with being 

responsible for all students (Grant, 2000; Rubinson, 2002), particularly when changes in 

the composition of their context is rapid and not respectful of their pedagogical beliefs 

(Scott, Cox, & Dinham, 1999). Also, for special educators, whose roles are changing 

from being directly responsible for instruction to being co-teachers, a study that considers 

their beliefs would be of value as their roles change.  

Thirty years ago our literacy skills required gaining knowledge from a variety of 

texts, but now text can be viewed on a computer screen or a telephone. Along with 

having difficulty defining the difference between reading, literacy, and content 

instruction the teachers in the study were also struggling with the changing language of 

the world. We need to know more about what it means to be literate in a world filled with 

words, most of them non-academic (Moje, Young, Readence, & Moore, 2000). 

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

Meeting the teachers where they were helped me understand them. Many were 

teachers who had been asked to work in inclusion classrooms and take on the 

responsibility of teaching reading, but they did not accept it.  There was no evidence that 

the teachers understood current policy or research, and few had a deep knowledge of 

reading instruction or included reading instruction in their practice. They were at 

different levels of knowing and acceptance. Professional development that would meet 

them where they were and not impose one-size fits all training must be developed.  

Teachers enter the field from so many avenues that once in the field the diversity 

of their beliefs and preservice experiences either collide or merge dependent on the 

context. From the study there was no clear distinction between the teachers in terms of 

time in the field or preservice training and the impact these had on their beliefs about 
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reading instruction. In fact, the most fractious groups were the veteran and novice 

teachers: Some were very open to providing reading instruction and learning more about 

working with struggling readers and others were adamant about expecting students to be 

prepared to read by middle school and not feeling responsible toward all students. Once 

in the field, helping teachers define their changing and growing self-concept and self-

efficacy would be helpful, particularly when teachers experience change or are asked to 

take on responsibilities they may not understand or accept. For example, the teacher who 

does provide differentiated instruction to meet the needs of all her students would benefit 

from professional development that helps her continue to learn about new and innovative 

instructional strategies in reading comprehension or skills. Whereas, the teacher who 

does not accept responsibility for students who do not read at grade level or students 

identified for special education in her class would benefit more from professional 

development that helps support her in her classroom as she learns how to create and 

implement differentiated instruction. In class support through the different stages of 

acquiring knowledge creates a safe environment for teachers as they build confidence 

about things they do not yet understand. One size professional development does not 

work. The field has firmly rejected the “shot in the arm” professional development in lieu 

of days’ worth of professional development; however, professional development must 

extend into the teachers’ classrooms and support teachers as learners.  

Many teachers relied on their abilities to motivate students and the positive 

relationships they established with these students. The challenge for the field is to help 

teachers continue to support positive, motivating relationships and provide 

knowledgeable instruction. There were teachers in the study who stated that making a 

difference was more important than being effective with instruction, but it would be 

better for students to have both a teacher who was interested in making a difference and 
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being effective. Teachers need help merging these two aspects of instruction. When there 

is an imbalance due to either lack of knowledge or personal beliefs, it is only natural for 

teachers to opt for the aspects of education they can envision themselves as being 

successful.    

As learners about themselves and their content area, teachers need to be more 

involved in decision making about the professional development they need. There is 

support for the value of teacher centered and generated professional development that in 

return benefits student centered learning (Lewis, 2000), and that through a process of 

discovering beliefs teachers enter into broader discussions about reading and literacy 

instruction (Westwood, Knight, & Redden, 1997). In turn, professional development that 

includes teachers making decisions about what they need to know to better serve their 

students respects them as professionals.  

For special education teachers, when their instruction supports students identified 

for special education to be resourceful, engaged learners it carries over into the general 

education classroom where students can be full participants in the general education 

curriculum.  These are positive changes in practice and need further support to avoid 

returning to segregating learners in resource rooms. To continue this positive trend, 

preservice preparation programs should include support in learning about teaching 

students in secondary settings in order to generalize learned practices should they end up 

teaching in general education settings.   

Teachers are strongly bound to the context of their work life and need to be able 

to envision a new practice, policy, or requirement as it actually would happen in their 

students and in classrooms. They, like their students, need to be given the opportunities to 

learn for the sake of learning, not simply to pass a qualifying exam. Teachers are open to 
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learning, when what they need is valued. As professional educators and researchers, we 

learn what is valued by asking teachers.  

CONCLUSION  

Teachers have a discourse that is particular to their content area, the context 

where they work, and to their understanding of what happens within that context 

(Loughran, Mitchell, & Mitchell, 2003). Knowing this, I worked to make sure I 

understood how they were defining reading instruction and asked them to help me 

understand what that meant in the context of their work. In this study, my purpose was to 

discover what teachers believed about reading instruction for adolescents before the 

pressure of NCLB came to call, as it has for elementary, because content area teachers do 

not generally consider themselves reading teachers (Fisher & Ivey, 2005; O’Brien et al., 

1995). It seemed that they were talking about reading in terms of what the students were 

expected to do to participate. Specific skills-based reading instruction was only part of a 

few teachers regular classroom instruction. They talked more about the content they 

taught and even less about instruction that would improve reading skills or mature the 

literacy abilities of their students.  

Teachers who believe they have an impact on student learning have a greater 

sense of self-efficacy (Goddard & Hoy, 2001; Henson, 2002; Tschannen-Moran et al., 

2001), and while the majority of teachers’ comments suggested they had a strong sense of 

self-efficacy about their content instruction, their participation in the study challenged 

them to reconsider definitions of their roles, what they taught, and what they knew in 

terms of reading skills and literacy. In a sense, their participation challenged what they 

had previously imagined about reading. Their final conversations became more about 

reading as instruction, much more than an activity and, for some, reading instruction was 

possible in their classrooms.  
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Instead of waiting for policy to tell them they to change, they were creating a new 

understanding about the practice of reading instruction in their language arts classrooms 

themselves. Teachers rarely embrace change if they feel change is enforced or set into 

action before they have the resources to be successful (Ayers, Beechey, & McCormick, 

n.d.). These teachers, quite possibly due to their strong sense of self-efficacy, were able 

to become a resource to one another, see that they needed to make changes in their 

understandings and practices, all prior to being told to just do it. When teachers are able 

to reflect upon the topic and control their own pedagogical shifts, they are more likely to 

support one another and pursue the knowledge they need (Galluci, 2003). While that was 

not the purpose of this study, from what the teachers mulled over in the focus groups and 

discussions and then reported in the final focus group, they had come to a new 

understanding about their work and what they needed to help them do their work. 
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Appendix A 

COVER LETTER 
 
IRB# 2005-10-0112  
 

You have been invited to participate in a research study of middle school language 
arts teachers’ perceptions about providing reading instruction. This research is being done 
as part of a program at The University of Texas at Austin. 

I would like to ask you to participate in a study on middle school teachers 
implementing reading instruction in general education classrooms. In the current 
educational climate, teachers are often asked to teach reading or incorporate reading 
instruction into classroom practice in all fields of study. This has occurred because often 
by middle school students who have been able to effectively perform in general education 
curriculum find the reading demands daunting. With the emphasis on students passing 
yearly administered tests (e.g. TAKS) in many subject areas, it is important to know if 
teachers believe they will have an impact on the outcomes of all of their students. What I 
am interested in are your:  

• Perceptions about providing reading instruction in language arts classes 
• Perceptions about teaching struggling readers; and 
• Perceptions about the reading instruction you provide 
Your participation in this study may help researchers and policy makers become more 

aware of middle school language arts teachers’ perceptions about reading instruction, 
acquiring a new belief and skill, changing abilities of the students for preservice and in-
service programs. I ask for honest opinions about your learning in the process. Teachers 
are offered the opportunity to participate in this study understanding they were sharing 
their experience to add to the research knowledge base. 

Teachers selected to participate in this study are general education middle school 
language arts teachers in schools where reading programs are facilitated by all teachers. 
The benefits of your participation are: 1) to support you in your own personal learning 
growth through the reflective nature of data collection in this study; 2) to help researchers 
and policy makers to better understand the teachers role as reading instructor of 
struggling readers.  

If you agree to participate in the study, you will be invited to complete a 
questionnaire, and may be selected to participate in two focus group discussions, 
classroom observations and a debriefing interview.  

• The questionnaire consists of 27 short questions and will take 15 to 30 minutes to 
complete.  

• The focus group discussion will take 90 t0 120 minutes.  
• Interviews lasting 60 minutes. 
• The second focus group is for checking results and should take 90 to 120 minutes. 
The total time you may spend participating will be anywhere from 30 minutes to 5 ½ 

hours.  



 164

Confidentiality is assured and there should be no personal risk to you. Your identity 
will be kept confidential and an alias will be used in all written and disseminated 
materials. A number will be assigned to you for all other data collection. During the study 
all recordings, video and audiotapes, will be kept in a locked cabinet and once the study 
is compete the tapes will be destroyed.  

Any recording video or audio will be done only with your permission. You can ask to 
exit the study at any point, as your full cooperation and honest is crucial to obtaining real 
results in this study. The goal of the study is to capture the reality of the content area 
teacher during time where traditional teaching roles and expectations are changing. My 
goal is to capture as complete a picture of this reality as possible. 

If you have any other questions, please feel free to contact me at 512.873.7957. 
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Appendix B 

 

IRB INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

IRB#  2005-10-0112 

Informed Consent to Participate in Research 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with 
information about the study. The Principal Investigator (the person in charge of this 
research) or his/her representative will also describe this study to you and answer all of 
your questions. Please read the information below and ask questions about anything you 
don’t understand before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation is 
entirely voluntary and you can refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to 
which you are otherwise entitled.   
 
Title of Research Study: 
Middle School Language Arts Teachers’ Beliefs about Reading Instruction 
 
Principal Investigators:  
Dauna Howerton, Graduate Student, 512-873-7957 
Professor Audrey McCray Sorrells, UT Associate Professor, 512-471-4161 
 
Funding source: 
None 
 
What is the purpose of this study? 
The study is designed to explore middle school language arts teachers’ perceptions of 
reading instruction and their roles in providing instruction to low-achieving students and 
students identified for special education in general education setting. 
 
What will be done if you take part in this research study? 
You will be asked to: 
Complete a questionnaire 
You may be asked to: 
Participate in two focus group discussions, each lasting approximately one to two hour 
Two interviews each lasting 60 minutes 
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What are the possible discomforts and risks? 
This study is not expected to involve any discomforts and risks. 
 
What are the possible benefits to you or to others? 
There may be the benefit of developing a deeper understanding of your personal beliefs 
about the topic. Participation will contribute to the increased understanding of what may 
be more effective preservice and professional development programs for secondary 
content area teachers to learn about middle school reading instruction, reading and 
literacy needs, and reading development in older students. 
 
If you choose to take part in this study, will it cost you anything? 
None. 
  
Will you receive compensation for your participation in this study?  
No 
 
What if you are injured because of the study?   
There will not be any physical risk involved in this study.  
 
If you do not want to take part in this study, what other options are available to 
you? 
Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You are free to refuse to be in the study, 
and your refusal will not influence current or future relationships with The University of 
Texas at Austin, the _____________ (name of the school), or the Pfluggerville 
Independent School District. 
 
 
How can you withdraw from this research study and whom should I call if I have 
questions? 
If you wish to stop your participation in this research study for any reason, you should 
contact: Dauna Howerton at 512.873.7957.  You are free to withdraw your consent and 
stop participation in this research study at any time without penalty or loss of benefits for 
which you may be entitled. Throughout the study, the researchers will notify you of new 
information that may become available and that might affect your decision to remain in 
the study.  
 
In addition, if you have questions about your rights as a research participant, please 
contact Clarke A. Burnham, Ph.D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin Institutional 
Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, 512/232-4383. 
 
 
How will your privacy and the confidentiality of your research records be protected? 
Authorized persons from The University of Texas at Austin and the Institutional Review 
Board have the legal right to review your research records and will protect the 
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confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  Otherwise, your research 
records will not be released without your consent unless required by law or a court order. 
 
If the results of this research are published or presented at scientific meetings, your 
identity will not be disclosed. 
 
All interviews in this study will be video and tape-recorded. All responses to questions 
will be coded so that your personally identifying information will be protected. All tapes 
will be kept in a secure locked cabinet. The researcher and her committee, as needed, will 
only review them. The tapes might be kept after the study for possible future analysis. 
However, they will continue to be kept in a secure locked cabinet, which only the 
researcher has access. 
 
Will the researchers benefit from your participation in this study? 
Your participation will help the researcher understand to contribute empirical data to lead 
to a more effective preservice and professional development for secondary content area 
teachers in reading instruction. The researcher will learn more about how teachers 
perceive their roles as reading instructors and responsibility of their students.  
 
Signatures: 
 
As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, the procedures, the 
benefits, and the risks that are involved in this research study: 
 
 
 
_____________________________________ ___       
Signature and printed name of person obtaining consent          Date 
 
 
 
 
 
You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits 
and risks, and you have received a copy of this Form. You have been given the 
opportunity to ask questions before you sign, and you have been told that you can 
ask other questions at any time. You voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  
By signing this form, you are not waiving any of your legal rights. 
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Appendix C 

QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Please respond to the following questions regarding your experience and reading 
instruction practices. 
 
 

1. What grade are you currently teaching? _________________________________ 
 

2. How many years have you taught this grade? ____________________________ 
 

3. What are other grades that you have taught and for how many years? 
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
____________ 

 
4. What is your racial or ethnic identity? (circle one) 

African American/black European American/white Hispanic/Latino  
Asian/Pacific Islander  Native American/Eskimo Multirace 
Other racial or ethnic group (specify) ______________________________ 

 
5. Through what kind of teacher education program did your get your certification? 

(e.g. traditional, alternative) and what degree do you hold? 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 

6. How would you describe your own reading habits? (circle one letter) 
a. Avid reader (I read constantly) 
b. Very active (I read every day and widely) 
c. Frequent reader (I read almost every day) 
d. Occasional reader (I read sometimes) 
e. Infrequent reader (I hardly ever read) 
 

7. How many reading courses were required for your original teaching license? ___ 
 
8. How many reading courses have you taken since becoming a licensed teacher? __ 
 
9. Did your pre-service training provide you with the information needed to 

incorporate reading instruction into your content area? _____Yes ________  No  
 

10. How many professional development workshops have you attended on reading 
instruction in your content area? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
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11. How was reading instruction related to your content area in these professional 
developments mentioned in question 10? (e.g. comprehension strategies, decoding 
strategies)? 
_____________________________________________________________ 

 
12. Do you teach reading in your classroom? _____Yes ________  No  

 
13. Do you teach specific reading skills to struggling readers in your classroom?  

_____ Yes _____  No 
 

14. What is your definition of literacy instruction? ____________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________ 

 
15. What is your definition of reading instruction? 

__________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

16. Would you describe a typical reading instructional strategy you use with all of 
your students? 
__________________________________________________________________ 

 
17. Would you describe a typical reading instructional strategy you use with 

struggling readers in your class? 
__________________________________________________________________ 

 
18. How have you been able to tell you are effective in improving reading skills of 

struggling readers? 
__________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________ 

 
19. As a language arts teacher, do you believe it is your responsibility to assume the 

role of reading teacher to students who struggle with reading the required text?  
_____Yes ________  No  

 
20.  Is there a subject area where the teachers have a greater acceptance of their 

responsibility to teach reading? 
__________________________________________________________________ 

 
21. Is providing reading instruction an accepted role by all the teachers in your 

school? 
_____Yes ________  No      

 
22. Is providing reading instruction to struggling readers an accepted role by the 

language arts teachers?  ______Yes ________  No  
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23. How would you describe the reading strengths of students in your class? 
__________________________________________________________________ 

 
24. How would you describe the reading deficits of students in your class? 

__________________________________________________________________ 
 

25. Do you have students identified for special education in your class?  
 

_____  Yes _____  No 
 

26. Do you have students who have reading deficits in your class?  
_____Yes ____  No 

 
27. a.) Are you willing to participate in two focus groups? _____Yes _____  No  

b.) Are you willing to participate in two interviews? _____Yes _____  No  
 

28. What day of the week and time of day would you be available? 
______________________________________________________________ 

 
Would you prefer meeting on campus _____Yes _____  No  
Would you prefer to meet off campus _____Yes _____  No 

 
Name _____________________________________________________ 

 
Email and phone contact information ______________________________________ 
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Appendix D 

FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS SCRIPT 
 

Thank you for coming to this focus group today. I would like to tell you how much I 
appreciate your volunteering for this focus group. This is a focus group on the topic of 
teacher beliefs about reading instruction. As you may know there is a growing focus on 
reading instruction and required academic achievement for all students under the No 
Child Left Behind Act. In some schools, every teacher teaches reading in every subject 
area. I would like to learn from conversations with you about some of your experiences 
with reading instruction. 

I would like to video and tape record the session today. In no way will the tapes or 
what you say will be heard by any one other than me. I may quote your words in an 
academic paper, but will not attribute the quote to you. Is that all right if I tape? 

Okay, let’s get started. I want to encourage you to say anything you feel or 
remember about the subject of reading instruction – both positive and negative. Please 
feel free to disagree with each other and there are no right or wrong answers. 
 
Group 1 Questions 

1. Tell us about the reading programs in your schools? (Opening question) 
2. Do all students receive reading instruction in the general education classroom? If 

not, tell us where they do receive instruction. (Opening question) 
3. Tell us about the reading skills students need to fully participate in the curriculum 

you teach? (Introductory question) 
4. What have been your experiences in teaching reading in your classroom with 

struggling readers? (Introductory question) 
5. Tell us about the students who struggle with reading in your classrooms. Are you 

the one who provides the majority of their reading instruction? (Transition 
question) 

6. Do all teachers accept the role of teaching reading in your school? (Transition 
question) 

7. How effective do you feel about improving the reading skills of your lowest 
performing students and students identified for special education? (Key question) 

8. Is reading instruction something you feel obligated to provide struggling readers 
in your classroom? Why or why not? (Key question) 

9. What prevents you from providing reading instruction to your students? (Key 
question) 

10. Tell us about what you enjoy in your role of teaching reading?  (Ending question) 
 

Please tell me what you think the key ideas were that this group discussed today. 
 

To conclude, let us (moderator and assistant moderator) summarize what we think 
the group said today. Please correct us if you believe we are not correct.  
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Thank you all for coming and sharing with us today. If you have any other 
comments or questions, please feel free to contact us. 
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Appendix E 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
Participant _____________________ 
Date__________________________ 
Years of teaching________________ 
Degree ________________________ 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview today. The reason I have asked 
you to participate is further discuss some of the other topics the surfaced during the focus 
group discussion on teacher beliefs about reading instruction. I would like to learn from 
conversations with you about some of your other experiences. 
 
I would like to video and tape record the session today. In no way will the tapes or what 
you say will be heard by any one other than me. I may quote your words in an academic 
paper, but will not attribute the quote to you. Is it all right if I tape? 
 
Okay, let’s get started. I want to encourage you to say anything you feel or remember 
about the subject of reading instruction – both positive and negative. There are no right or 
wrong answers. 
 
Opening questions 

In the questionnaire, most of the teachers in the district said they accepted the role of 
reading teacher to struggling students as part of being a language arts teacher. In the 
focus groups we also discussed who these specific students are.  
1. Do you see a difference in struggling readers and students with disabilities?  

Transitional questions 
2. Can you explain this difference as you think of the students in your class?  
3. What do you do to support these students (both groups)?  
4. Do the skills you teach these students change based on whether you view what 

you are teaching is literature skills, literacy skills or reading skills? 
5. Which students receive instruction in literature?  Which ones receive instruction 

in literacy? Which ones receive instruction in reading?  
Key questions 
I want you to think about what supports you in acting or not on the responsibility you 
believe or have stated you have toward these students by finishing three statements: 

6. I believe that my responsibility is  
7. I believe that what interferes with my ability to act responsibly is 
8. I believe that I can act responsibly when  
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Appendix F 

FIELD NOTE/DEBRIEFING FORM 
 
Questions Responses Non-verbal activity Emerging 

key idea 
1. Tell us about the 
reading programs in 
your schools? 
(Opening question) 
 
 

   

2. Do all students 
receive reading 
instruction in the 
general education 
classroom? If not, tell 
us where they do 
receive instruction. 
(Opening question) 

   

3. Tell us about the 
reading skills students 
need to fully 
participate in the 
curriculum you teach? 
(Introductory 
question) 

   

4. What have been 
your experiences in 
teaching reading in 
your classroom with 
struggling readers? 
(Introductory 
question) 

   

5. Do all teachers 
accept the role of 
teaching reading in 
your school? 
(Transition question) 
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Questions Responses Non-verbal activity Emerging 
key idea 

6. How effective do 
you feel about 
improving the reading 
skills of your lowest 
performing students 
and students identified 
for special education? 
(Key question) 
 
What prevents you 
from providing 
reading instruction to 
your students (Key 
question) 
 
Tell us about the 
students who struggle 
with reading in your 
classrooms. Are you 
the one who provides 
the majority of their 
reading instruction? 
(Transition question) 
 
 
 
Tell us about what 
you enjoy in your role 
of teaching reading?  
(Ending question) 
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Appendix G 

INTERVIEW FIELD NOTE FORM 

Participant                                 Date                  Years of teaching                Degree 
Opening question 
In the questionnaire, most 
of the teachers in the district 
said they accepted the role 
of reading teacher to 
struggling students as part 
of being a language arts 
teacher. In the focus groups 
we also discussed who these 
specific students are.  
1. Do you see a difference 
in struggling readers and 
kids identified for special 
education?  
 
Differentiation an diversity 
support 
2. Can you explain this 
difference as you think of 
the students in your class?  
 
3. What do you do to 
support these students (both 
groups)?  
 
4. Do the skills you teach 
these students change based 
on whether you view what 
you are teaching is literature 
skills, literacy skills or 
reading skills? 
 
5, Which students receive 
instruction in literature?  
Which ones receive 
instruction in literacy? 
Which ones receive 
instruction in reading?  
 

Response Theme 
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Key questions  
Differentiated and diversity 
support 
 
6. I want you to think about 
what supports to you in 
acting or not on the 
responsibility you believe 
or have stated you have 
toward these students by 
finishing three statements: 

• I believe that my 
responsibility is  

• I believe that what 
interferes with my 
ability to act 
responsibly is 

• I believe that I can 
act responsibly 
when 
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Appendix H 

SAMPLE CATEGORIES FOR CODING TRANSCRIPTS 

TS – Teacher skills (competence, knowledge, ways of knowing) 

TP – Teacher practices (literacy strategy, reading skill instruction) 

T&P – Teacher & peers  

TBI – Teacher beliefs environment (social development, internal support)  

TSE – Teacher self-efficacy (I can see myself) 

TSC – Teacher self-concept (I define myself) 

SA Student achievement (competence, students ability, responsibility) 

SC – School support (autonomy) 

M – Personal beliefs about education (intrinsic motivation) 

SC – School culture (extrinsic factors) 

 

Sample Matrix 

 
     Code 
Question 

TS TP T&P TBI TSE TSC SC SA M SC 

Perceptions 
about 
reading 

          

Perceptions 
about role 

          

Efficacy of 
practice 

          

Barriers and 
facilitators 
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Appendix I 

QUESTION ALIGNMENT 
 
Question 1: What are middle school language arts teachers’ perceptions and beliefs 
about their roles as providers of reading instruction? 
 
Questionnaire 

• Do you teach reading in your classroom? Y/N  
• As a language arts teacher, do you believe it is your responsibility to assume the 

role of reading teacher to students who struggle with reading the required text? 
Y/N  

• Is there a subject area where the teachers have a greater acceptance of their 
responsibility to teach reading?  

• Is providing reading instruction an accepted role by all the teachers in your 
school? Y/N  

 
Focus group 

• What have been your experiences in teaching reading in your classroom with 
struggling readers 

• Tell us about the students who struggle with reading in your classrooms. Are you 
the one who provides the majority of their reading instruction?  

• Do all teachers accept the role of teaching reading in your school?  
• Is reading instruction something you feel obligated to provide struggling readers 

in your classroom? Why or why not? 
 
Interview 

• Do the skills you teach these students change based on whether you view what 
you are teaching is literature skills, literacy skills or reading skills? 

• Which students receive instruction in literature?  Which ones receive instruction 
in literacy? Which ones receive instruction in reading? 

 
 
 
Question 2: What are their perceptions and beliefs about providing reading 
instruction to struggling readers? 
 
Questionnaire 

• How have you been able to tell you are effective in improving reading skills of 
struggling readers?   

• Is providing reading instruction to struggling readers an accepted role by the 
language arts teachers 
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• How would you describe the reading strengths of students in your class?   
• How would you describe the reading deficits of students in your class? 
• Do you have students identified for special education in your class? 
• Do you have students who have reading deficits in your class? 

 
Focus group 

• Tell us about the reading skills students need to fully participate in the curriculum 
you teach?  

• How effective do you feel about improving the reading skills of your lowest 
performing students and students identified for special education?) 

 
Interview 

• Do you see a difference in struggling readers and kids identified for special 
education?  

• Can you explain this difference as you think of the students in your class?  
• What do you do to support these students (both groups)?  

 
 
Question 3: What are their perceptions and beliefs about how they enact their 
beliefs about reading instruction? 
 
Questionnaire 

• Do you teach specific reading skills to struggling readers in your classroom? Y/N  
• What is your definition of literacy instruction?   
• What is your definition of reading instruction?  
• Would you describe a typical reading instructional strategy you use with all of 

your students?  
• Would you describe a typical reading instructional strategy you use with 

struggling readers in your class?  
 
Focus Group 

• What prevents you from providing reading instruction to your students?  
 
Interview 

• I want you to think about what supports you in acting or not on the responsibility 
you believe or have stated you have toward these students by finishing three 
statements: 

• I believe that my responsibility is . . .  
• I believe that what interferes with my ability to act responsibly is . . . 
• I believe that I can act responsibly when . . . 
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Appendix J 

FINAL FOCUS GROUP: RESOURCES REQUESTED BY TEACHERS 
 

Books 

Beers, K. (2002). When kids can't read—what teachers can do a guide for teachers 6-12. 
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Robb, L. (2000). Teaching reading in middle school: A strategic approach to teaching 
reading that improves comprehension and thinking. New York: Scholastic. 

Wilhem, J. D. (2001). Improving comprehension with think-aloud strategies: Modeling 
what good readers do. New York: Scholastic. 

Articles 

Buly, M. R., & Valencia, S.W. (2003). Understanding reading test failure: Changes for 
state and district policy. Teaching quality policy briefs, 8. 

Kozen, A. A., Murray, R. K., & Windell, I. (2006). Increasing all students chance to 
achieve: Using and adapting anticipation guides with middle school learners. 
Intervention in School and Clinic, 41(4), 195-200. 

Margolis, H., & McCabe, P. (2006). Improving self-efficacy and motivation: What to do, 
what to say. Intervention in School and Clinic, 41(4), 218-227. 

Muller, V. (2006). Film as film: Using movies to help students visualize literary theory. 
English Journal, 95(3), 32-38. 

Santa, C. M. (2006). A vision for adolescent literacy: Ours or theirs? Journal of 
Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 49(8), 466-476. 

Websites 

Center for the Study of Teaching and Policy. Online briefs - summaries of current 
research studies.  http://depts.washington.edu/ctpmail/Briefs.html 

National Council of Teachers of English - Standards for the English Language Arts 
http://www.ncte.org/about/over/standards/110846.htm 
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ReadWriteThink - Standards and research based lesson plans. Cooperative effort between 
International Reading Association, National Council of Teachers of English, and 
Marco Polo.  http://www.readwritethink.org/ 

Texas State Reading Association - Texas chapter of the International Reading 
Association.  http://www.tsra.us/ 

UCLA School Mental Health Project -  research on adolescent dropouts    

RReecceenntt  rreesseeaarrcchh  rreeppoorrttss  tthhaatt  bbeeiinngg  hheelldd  bbaacckk  oonnee  ggrraaddee  iinnccrreeaasseess  tthhee  rriisskk  ooff  ddrrooppppiinngg  
oouutt  llaatteerr  bbyy  4400  ppeerrcceenntt  ttoo  5500  ppeerrcceenntt,,  ttwwoo  ggrraaddeess  bbyy  9900  ppeerrcceenntt..    

http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/hottopic/hottopic(dropoutprevention).htm 

 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix K 

FINAL GROUP – MEMBER CHECKING HANDOUT 
May 15, 2006 
 
Please consider the reported information in terms of your beliefs. Does it represent you? 

1. I agree with the reported questionnaire data _____ Yes _____No 
 
 

2. I disagree with some of the reported questionnaire data. This point is not correct 
(please be specific) and should be reported as: 

 
 
 

3. The following should be included: 
 

4. I agree with the reported focus group data  _____ Yes _____No 
5. I disagree with some of the reported focus group data. This point is not correct 

(please be specific) and should be reported as:  
 
 

6. The following should be included:  
 
 

7. I agree with the reported interview data _____ Yes _____No 
8. I disagree with some of the reported interview data. This point is not correct 

(please be specific) and should be reported as: 
 

9. The following should be included: 
 
 

Please complete the following statements. 
10. Participation in this study has made me more aware of 
 

 
11. Participation in this study has changed my thinking about 
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