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Abstract

Because reading in the content areas is seen as aviable way to addressthe literacy crisis, Sates
and teacher education programs traditionaly mandate a reading in the content area course to be taken
by pre-service teachers. With these mandates in effect, some policy makers, educators, and
researchers believe that the reading problems till persst. For example, the Southern Regiond
Education Board in Atlanta (SREB) thought that the problem was with the number of reading courses
required from pre-service teachers to be certified to teach. Ther solutions were viewed to be in ether
increasing the number of reading in the content areas classes required in teacher education programs, or
additiond internship time for dl new teachers to be trained in teaching reading in the content areas.

Four data sources were used in this study. The sources were: Vaughan's (1977) scale for
measuring atitudes toward teaching reading in content classrooms, sudents daily journds, informd
wish ligts, and anonymous officid university surveys conducted at the end of each class for course
evauation purposes. Data analyss lead to the following findings. 1- It isthe qudity of teacher education
classes, not their quantity, is what matters most. One reading in the content areas course coud have
positive effects on the attitudes of the pre-service teachersenrolled init. 2- The attitudes of pre-service
teachers enrolled in a course could be largely determined by the course contexts, and subsequently the
implementation of such contentsin the class. 3- Even though Joyce and Showers (1980) suggested that
5% of the ideas from typica graduate classes and in-service sessons on atopic are ever implemented in
the classroom, this research found that these rates become higher when teachers see the practice
demongtrated with them, have the opportunity to become part of its implementation, and receive
immediate feedback from colleagues and supervisors. 4- The use of actud classroom books and
materiasto practicaly demonstrate and gpply the topics highly influenced pre-service teachers attitudes

toward teaching reading in the content areas. 5- The enthusiasm of the indtructor about the subject
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taught was d'so amain factor in improving pre-service teechers attitudes toward the subject taught.

Seventeen sources, three tables and one figure are included in the paper.
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Effective Content Literacy Indruction

Many researchers and practitioners have written about, and documented, the reading problem
in American schools. Irving and others (1995) wrote that 40 percent of 13-year-old students and 16
percent of 17-year-old students in high school did not acquire intermediate reading skills. Research has
repeatedly shown that the attitude of teachers toward reading in the content areas is an importart factor
in the reading achievement and practice of secondary students. Bean (1997) found that actua
gpplication of content literacy Strategies at the pre-service level maybe minimized due to severd factors.
Among these factors is the pre-service teacher’ s own persond attitude. Research has also suggested
that one' s value orientation has strong influence on decisons made related to curriculum and ingtruction
(Ennis, Cothran, and L ofrus,1997).

Because reading in the content areas is seen as aviable way to address the literacy criss (Chall,
1996; Barton, 1997), states and teacher education programs traditionally mandate areading in the
content area course to be taken by pre-service teachers. With that mandate in effect, some policy
makers, educators, and researchers believe that the reading problems gtill persst. Denton (1998) from
the Southern Regiond Education Board in Atlantawrote, “ Teachers and administrators often note that
preservice programs do not prepare future teachers adequately to teach reading” (p. 1). Asareault,
several Southern Regiona Education Board (SREB) states addressed this problem. In hisreport,
Denton wrote severd SREB states have found the problem with the number of reading courses required
from pre-service teachers to be certified to teach. The solutions were viewed to be in ether increasing
the number of reading in the content areas classes required in teacher education programs, or additiona
internship time for dl new teachersto be trained in teaching reading in the content aress.

The present study focuses on whether or not such a course has an effect on pre-service teachers
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attitudes toward reading in the content aress.
Method
Subjects and course

The subjects for this sudy were three entire groups of studentsin ateacher education program
inalarge urban universty. The subjects were enrolled in areading in the content areas course required
from dl students working on amagter of artsin teaching (M.A.T.). Typicdly, enrolleesin this program
are returning or graduate students who have dready earned undergraduate degreesin fields of study
other than education.

The course is required from al pre-service teachers prior to sudent teaching. The same
ingructor in three different semesters, Winter 2000, Fall 2000, and Winter 2001 taught the three groups
inthisstudy. Enrolimentsin these three groups were twenty-eight, thirty, and thirty-two respectively.
The ingtructor used the same textbook, Alvermann & Phelps (1998), in the three classes. Actual K-12
lessonsin science, math, socid studies, art, literature and other content aress were demonstrated and
practiced throughout the semester. Examples of activities and strategies demonstrated were before,
during, after reading activities. Cooperative, individua, and whole class activities were demonstrated on
actud classroom materids. Prediction, problem solving, and critical thinking strategies were among the
drategies implemented. Language techniques that enhance active listening, speaking, reading, and
writing were o used in course activities.

Data

Four data sources were used in this study. The sources were: Vaughan's (1977) scale for
measuring atitudes toward teaching reading in content classrooms, journds, informd wish ligts, and
anonymous officid university surveys conducted at the end of each class for course evauation purposes.

The journals used as data sources for this study were of two types. Subjects were asked to
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keep journals in which they described the teaching process, the learning outcomes, and the reflections
on each session of the course. Subjects used these journds to write a reflection paper describing their
learning journeys throughout the course.

Student generated wish lists were another data source. On thefirst day of classesin each
semester, each pre-service teacher was asked to generate awish list of what he/she wanted from the
course. In addition to their educational value, these wish lists were used in this study to predict, in an
informal way, sudents priorities, predispositions, and expectationsin the class. Wisheswere talied
collated by type as they were mentioned.

Students' anonymous evauations of the course provided an additiond data source for this
study. Conducted at the end of every semester, these surveys had two parts. Thefirst part consisted of
24 statements.  Subjects responded by answering on a 5-point scae: strongly disagree, disagree,
neutral, agree, and strongly agree. The second part consisted of sections in which students were asked
to comment on different agpects of the coursein anarrativeway. This section isintroduced as such,
“Y our handwritten comments are manudly separated from the machine readable portion of this form
upon receipt by the Testing and Evauation Office. They are returned directly to the instructor for
his’her persona use in assessing the course, or the teaching methods use in the course.”

Data analysis

Vaughan's (1977) “A Scale to Measure Attitudes toward Teaching Reading in Content
Classrooms’ whichwas used in this study is one of the most reliable data gathering instruments.

It has been part of the research base to determine teachers' receptiveness and attitudes toward reading
in the content areas. This scale conssts of 15 attitude statements about teaching reading in the content
area. Subjects responded by answering on a 7-point scale: strongly agree, agree, tend to agree, neutral,

tend to disagree, and strongly disagree. Each survey was given a composite score and was interpreted
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according to the descriptors developed by Vaughan: 91 or higher = High, 81-90 = Above Average,
71-80 = Average, 61-70 = Below Average, 60 or lower = Low. In each class, Vaughan's scae was
adminigtered at the beginning, middle, and end of the semester.

Written data, conssting of journas and anonymous narratives of course evauations, were
andyzed using a principled and methodologica systemic approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Thiswas
acyclicd procedure of reading the written data, reaching conclusions, and evaluating these conclusions
by rereading and reanayzing the data to develop an understanding of trends as they emerged in the
process. To ensure vdidity and reliability, analyzing written data involved three raters for a period of
two months. Raters did the following:

Step 1. To propose a coding system, raters carefully read al journas and narrative course
evauations. A tentative coding system was devel oped

Step 2. Raters randomly selected and independently read 33% (n = 30) of each written data
type. Noteswere kept and compared. Working together, the three raters analyzed sections of the
data. Agreement among the raters was 90%.

ltemsin pre-service teechers generated wish lists were tallied by contents. Tallies were
graphed to show trends as they appeared.

Pre-service teachers responses to the statements on the course evaluations were analyzed by
the university testing office. The univerdity testing office reported the andys's to concerned ingtructors
one semester after the courses ended. Responses pertaining to this study were reported in the following
sections.
Results
Subjects responses to the statements on Vaughan's scale were scored individualy as described

by Vaughan (1977). The mean score for each group was caculated each time the scale was
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administered. Theresultswere asshown in Table 1.
Table 1

Means of pre-service teachers scores on the Vaughan scale

Beginning of the Middle of thecourse  End of the course
course

Winter 2000 77.36 83.33 86

Fall 2000 78.8 84 86.2

Winter 2001 78.6 83.7 86.3

These mean scores indicated, according to the Vaughan's scoring grid, thet at the beginning of
each of the courses pre-service teachers receptiveness to teaching reading in the content areas was
(high) average. This attitude changed as the course progressed. At the end of each course pre-service
teachers receptiveness to teaching reading in the content areas changed to (high) above average. A
closer look at theindividua response choices to the statements on the Vaughan's scale showed that
while, a the beginning of each course, four pre-service teachersin each class agreed that English
teachers aone should be responsible for teaching reading in secondary schools, none of these pre-
service teachers agreed with this statement at the end of the courses. Similarly, while six pre-service
teachers in each class disagreed that knowing how to teach reading in content areas should be required
for secondary teaching certificates, none of these pre-service teachers agreed with this statement at the
end of the course.

The positive change in attitude indicated by andyzing data from Vaughan's scde was dso
supported by andyzing data from the other sources. Students' journals and reflective papers, which,
heregfter, | quote without editing, indicated that pre-service teachers had an average receptiveness
toward reading in the content area course at the beginning of the course. This atitude became positive

at the end of the course. The following excerpts are just afew examples of this postive change.
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Describing her knowledge and how she fdlt about reading in the content areas when the class
started, awould-be eementary teacher wrote, “When | signed up for this class, | asked mysdf, ‘What
is Reading in the Content Area? To fellow studentsin the M.A.T. program, | would ask, ‘“Whét is
Reading in the Content Area? Unfortunately, everyone | asked had either not taken the class or said,
‘It is about reading and writing in your content area’” Like | should know what that meant.”

When she described how she fdlt at the end of the course and what she learned from it, the
same student wrote, “During the course of this semester, | have gone from someone who had no idea
what Reading in the Content Area was to someone who fedls comfortable usng the Reading in the
Content Area drategies...| went from fedling that this subject was of little importance to feding that it is
very important.” This clear pogitive change in atitude toward reading in the content area has been
effected in one course.

In his reflective paper, awould-be middle school teacher described how he felt and what he
knew a the beginning of the course by writing, “1 had no clue as to the purpose of thisclass.... The fact
that | didn’t understand the mgjor purpose of the Reading in the Content class or the subject matter that
was to be taught in the class dso made me very speculative...As| mentioned earlier, the only prior
knowledge that | hed pertaining to this class was that it was geared to reading vast quantities of material
and hours of uninteresting homework. | redly had no clue that the class dedlt with how to introduce and
teach reading conceptsin al core subject area. | dways felt that teaching reading was the assgnment of
the reading teachers and that | was only responsble for instructing my students in the core content areas
thet | have been trained in.”

When he described how he felt at the end of the course and what he learned from it, the same
would-be middle school teacher described how he changed. He wrote, “What | learned while

participating in this class was priceless! | not only learned many methods of teaching reading materid,
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but | dso learned how to motivate my students to redlize the enjoyment of the reading and writing
processes. | learned how to weave reading materia into my own core content area. My concept of
reading did a complete about-face during the course of thisclass” Thisis another clear example of how
one content literacy course can be enough to effect a positive change in pre-service teachers' atitudes
toward reading in the content area.

According to what she wrote in her journa, awould-be secondary math teacher had negative
feelings about the course a the beginning of the class. She described those negative fedingsin her
journal when she wrote, “The question of why this class was necessary for me, as an aspiring math
teacher, made me question the vdidity of thisclass. Why did | need reading in math? On thefirst day
of dass, thetop of my wish list conssted of what reading in the content area meant. Even theftitle of the

book, Content Reading and Literacy, did not give me aclear concept of why this class was necessary

for amath teacher. This made me investigate the book and look at the table of contents to see how
each chapter might help me in math. With chapter titles as content literacy and the reading process, and
increasing vocabulary and conceptual growth, | fill was not satisfied this was the class | needed for my
future teaching career. With these two steps completed, | decided to grin and bear it and attend the
class as required by my plan of work.”

These negative fedings of this would-be secondary math teacher changed by the end of the
course. This change was reflected in her reflective paper when she wrote, “ To say this classmade a
major impression on me would be an understatement. 1t will be hard not to sound like a *teacher’s pet’
in my expresson of how this class has dready impacted mein my current teaching posdtion. | havetried
S0 many of the techniques we have discussed in class, and aso those you and | have discussed before
cass. Thetechniques| have utilized have dl been a huge success and left me with that redly grest

fedling after each class sesson.”
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When theitems on the wish lists generated by pre-service teachers were tdlied, the top most
frequently mentioned wishes were as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1.

Frequencies of what pre-service teachers wished for in areading in the content areas class.
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Frequencies in the above figure showed that more than haf the pre-service teachersin this study wanted
to learn what reading in the content areas was about. Also, one third of the pre-sarvice teechersin this
study vaued teaching reading in the content areas, wanted to learn its strategies, and wanted to
implement these strategiesin their teaching.  From these frequencies one could conclude that pre-
service teachers had average receptiveness toward reading in the content areas. If pre-service teachers
fdt the way these data indicated, the question would be, “How well do education programs prepare
future teachers to teach reading in the content aress effectively?’

Pre-service teachers responses to questions on course surveys at the end of each semester also
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showed the same trends. For example, the course evauations included two statements which reflect
attitudes toward the course prior to taking it. The two Statements were:

1- Before enrolling | had an interest in the subject matter of this course.

2- | wanted to take this course.

Students responded to these statements on a Spoint scde Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutrd,
Agree, and Strongly Agree. In this research, responses were as shown in Tables 2 and 3.

Teble2

Pre-service teachers' responses to the first statement (Number of students responding 27, 22, 30 out of

28, 30, and 32 respectively)

S.Disagree Disagree  Neutra Agree S. Agree Mean
Winter 2000 2 4 6 7 8 3.6
Fall 2000 0 1 4 9 8 4.1
Winter 2001 1 2 6 10 11 3.9

Table3
Pre-service teachers responses to the second statement (Number of students responding 27, 22, 30

out of 28, 30, and 32 respectively)

S.Disagree Disagree  Neutra Agree S. Agree Mean
Winter 2000 2 3 6 10 6 36
Fall 2000 0 1 4 10 4 3.7
Winter 2001 1 2 6 10 11 3.9

Similar to what the wish lists and the initid responses to the VVaughn survey, the above two
tablesindicate that pre-service teachers have above average receptiveness to reading in the content
areas as shown by class means.

Data analysis of the narrative part of the anonymous course eva uations indicated thet, at the end

of the semester, pre-service teachers had a postive attitude toward reading in the content areas. The
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first section asked students to write their “Overdl comments on the course and your [their] learning.”
The following were examples of what students had written. | chose to include them here unedited. One
student wrote, “1 enjoyed this course. | am leaving with alot of vauable information...l have learned
more in this dass than many others throughout my career.” Another student wrote, “1 have learned a
great ded in Reading in the Content Areaand can now successfully ingtruct my reading indructions
correctly.” A third student wrote, “ The course was necessary for preparing teachers for the classroom.
This course should be considered a methods course because it was enriched in strategies and
techniques” One more student wrote, “| absolutely loved this course. Thisis one of the few courses
I’ve taken that | can actually extract practicd srategies from and use the mgority of materid in my
professiona career.”
Discussion and conclusions
Unlike subjects in other studies, the attitudes of pre-service teachersin this research became more
positive after the completion of one course of reading in the content areas. In asmilar study that used
Vaughan's scae to measure the effectiveness of areading in the content areas literacy course on the
attitudes of pre-sarvice teachersin Illinois State University, Lenski and Nourie (1998) reported that the
mean score of their subjects at the beginning of the course was 79.65. This indicated that, Smilar to the
present study, pre-service teachers started the course with a (high) average attitude of receptiveness.
Unlike Lenski and Nourie who reported that, at the end of areading in the content areas
course, the mean score of their subjects on Vaughan's scale went down from 79.65 to 79.58, the mean
scores of the subjectsin this study went up as shown in Table 1. The results of this research indicated
that areading in the content areas course could have positive effects on the attitudes of the pre-service
teachersenrolled in it. Even though Lenski and Nourie did not report on how the course in their study

was conducted, one would be justified to conclude that the attitudes of those enrolled in a course could
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be largely determined by the course contexts, and subsequently the implementation of such contents
(Loranger, 1999; Sdhi, 1997; 2001). Thisconclusonisin linewith Joyce and Showers' (1980)
suggestion that 5% of the ideas from typica graduate classes and in-service sessons on atopic are ever
implemented in the classroom.  These rates become higher when teachers see the practice demonstrated
in their classrooms, have the opportunity to become part of itsimplementation, and receive immediate
feedback from colleagues and supervisor (Gersten, Woodward, and Morvant 1992; Johnson and
Wilder, 1992; Joyce and Showers, 1980). In their reflective papers and anonymous narrative
evauations, the pre-sarvice teechersin this sudy overwhelmingly emphasized two aspects they believed
had a greater impact on them. The use of actud classroom books and materials to practicaly
demongtrate and apply the topics, and the enthusiasm of the ingtructor about reading in the content
areas. Thisleads one to believe that one course in content literacy instruction could be enough to
change pre-service teachers predispositions and receptiveness to teaching literacy in their content
aress. This effectiveness of a content literacy course, and probably any other education course,
depends on how the classis taught, what isincluded in it, its practicdity, and the involvement of the

sudentsin it.
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