FUTURE TEACHERS’ CONCEPTIONS ON READING - A CASE
STUDY

D. Meldo
Escola Superior de Educacéo de Viseu, CI&DEI, Instituto Politécnico de Viseu (PORTUGAL)

Abstract

In recent years, reading has been the focus of attention in Portugal, regarding the training of teachers.
The implementation of the Portuguese National Teaching Program (2006-2010), the development of
the National Reading Plan (in progress, until 2027) and other initiatives, at national level, namely
concerning primary education, have contributed to innovate reading practices. However, despite the
importance of these programs to make reading a priority of the Portuguese curriculum, few studies in
Portugal investigate the conceptions on reading of future teachers' and their impact on educational
practices, mainly regarding reading motivation and reading comprehension, recognized as
increasingly relevant for the development of literacy.

The purpose of this study was twofold: to characterize and to identify the conceptions on reading of
future teachers and to determine the influence of these conceptions on their future educational
practices, concerning reading motivation and the development of competencies in reading
comprehension. Participants were 53 future teachers enrolled in a first degree in Education (third year)
of a polytechnic institute in the centre of Portugal. Considering the aims of this study, we took a
qualitative approach, based on a case study framework. To increase the credibility and the reliability of
the study, as recommended in the literature, several instruments were used to gather data: a
questionnaire, a written essay and two worksheets for data on students’ conceptions; a written report
on lesson planning with individual and collective components, for data concerning students’
competencies on reading comprehension.

Students’ conceptions on reading emerged as a complex and multidimensional construct, mainly
based on the valorisation of knowledge and vocabulary acquisition. Although most students enjoyed
reading, due to both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, they mostly valued it in classroom contexts and
depreciated reading for pleasure, which was not the activity of their choice for their spare time.
Conceptions on reading motivation were related mainly to family literacy practices, reading for
academic purposes and reading habits (most students preferred to read novels, newspapers and
magazines).

Results also showed that: i) when choosing books to motivate children to read, the importance of
paratextual elements was strongly emphasized but students gave little attention to the importance of
creating a literacy-rich environment in the classroom; ii) students had difficulties in establishing criteria
to choose those books and to justify the choices they made as well. As far as students’ competencies
on reading comprehension were concerned, we concluded that they were mainly related to the
strategies they were able to use while reading for different purposes. Important strategies such as
activating prior knowledge and making inferences were not considered relevant by these students.
Results on their lesson planning allowed us to understand that they replicated the reading strategies
they used to develop children’s reading comprehension.

We concluded that these conceptions on reading would have an impact on their future educational
practices concerning reading motivation and the development of reading competencies. Further
studies are needed for a deeper understanding of these conceptions, so that they might be considered
on their training and have impact on their educational practices.
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1 INTRODUCTION

In recent years, reading literacy has been the focus of attention in Portugal, particularly regarding the
training of teachers [1] [2]. At both national and international levels, strong emphasis has been put on
the importance of the role of future teachers and teachers in the development of reading literacy,
which is seen as a relevant factor for the development of global citizenship [3] [4].
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The implementation of the Portuguese National Teaching Program (2006-2010), the development of
the National Reading Plan (in progress, until 2027) and other initiatives, at national level, namely
concerning primary education, have contributed to innovate reading practices. However, despite the
importance of these programs to make reading a priority of the Portuguese curriculum, few studies in
Portugal investigate the conceptions on reading of future teachers' and their impact on educational
practices, mainly regarding reading motivation and reading comprehension.

In the light of the above, this study is guided by the following aims: to characterize and to identify the
conceptions on reading of future teachers and to determine the influence of these conceptions on their
future educational practices, concerning reading motivation and the development of competencies in
reading comprehension.

2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

There is a growing body of research focusing on the importance of characterizing higher education
students’ reading practices and reading literacy [5] [6] [7]. Research has also emphasized the
relevance of identifying and characterizing university students’ reading habits, for the implications in
their academic performance [8]. Furthermore, studies focusing on higher education students’ reading
comprehension have unveiled weaknesses linked to poor choices of reading strategies, also stressing
the difficulties they experienced during reading [9] [10].

Future teachers’ conceptions on reading have also been receiving some attention, at international
level [11] [12] [13], in studies aiming to shed light on their implications on future educational practices.
Some studies have underlined possible links between weak reading experiences and difficulties in
reading comprehension development, calling for intervention in future teachers’ training, thus also
recognizing the relevance of stronger literary education practices [14] [15].

Some studies regarding future teachers’ reading performance have, in turn, showed that they mostly
engage in the use of reading strategies while reading and after reading, seldom activating prior
knowledge in the pre-reading stage [16] [17]. Other studies link variations in reading performance to
text typologies/genres, stressing the need to implement strategies to diversify future teachers’ reading
habits, thus widening their knowledge about specific features characterizing different types of texts
[18].

In Portugal, although several curriculum reforms are under way, and reading literacy has become a
major national concern, research regarding future teachers’ conceptions on reading and their impact
on educational practices is still scarce. This study aims to contribute to fill this gap, thus also bringing
to light the need to pursue new avenues of research concerning future teachers’ training.

3 METHODOLOGY
The following research questions (RQ) guided data collection and analysis:
¢ RQ 1 What are future teachers’ conceptions on reading?

¢ RQ 2 How might these conceptions influence their future educational practices encompassing
reading motivation and the development of competencies in reading comprehension?

This study employed a qualitative single case study research approach. The case study method has
been increasingly used in Education, despite traditional concerns regarding its limitations. The choice
of the case study was guided by the aims of our study, that is, to identify and characterize future
teachers’ conceptions on reading, giving the importance of "how" they would manifest themselves and
"why" — due to the implications for their future practices concerning reading motivation and reading
comprehension development. A case study protocol was designed, following Yin’s proposal [19], in
order to increase the validity of the study, thus mitigating limitations.

3.1 Participants

Participants were 53 3rd year students enrolled in a first degree in Education of a Polytechnic Institute,
in Portugal. Students ages ranged mainly between 20 and 21 years old (35,8% and 24,5%,
respectively), the majority of whom were female (94%) and had low socio-cultural backgrounds.
Previously, in secondary education, they had attended courses of Scientific-Humanistic nature (77%),
mainly in the area of Sciences and Technology.
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3.2 Data collection tools

To increase the credibility and the reliability of the study, several instruments were used to gather
data, as recommended: a questionnaire (Q), a written essay (WE) and two worksheets for data on
students’ conceptions (W); a written report (WR) on lesson planning with individual and collective
components, for data concerning students’ competencies on reading comprehension.

The questionnaire included 32 questions, of which 17 were open (aiming at collecting richer and
more diversified data). It was applied first, in order to collect information on the personal data of the
students (section one), their previous academic background (section two) and their conceptions on
reading (section three). Before its application, a pre-test was carried out, with a reduced number of
students, in order to identify the need to make changes that would contribute to its improvement. In
order to guarantee scientific rigor and to improve any existing gaps, the questionnaire was
evaluated by two Didactics specialists, as recommended. For the purpose of this paper, our focus
will be on the questions regarding, specifically, future teachers’ conceptions on reading and their
reading habits.

In order to complement the information about future teachers’ conceptions on reading, two
worksheets were applied at the beginning and the end of the semester, so that we could infer if their
conceptions on reading had changed. In both they were asked to indicate: i) which four words they
associated to the concept of reading (from the most important to the least important); ii) how they
envisaged their future pupils’ as readers; iii) how they would plan to motivate their future pupils’ to
read; iv) how they would plan to develop their future pupils’ reading comprehension. For the
purpose of this paper, these data are not included.

The written essay encompassed a through description of the paths taken by the students to choose
of a book in the format they preferred (printed or digital) that they could later use for lesson planning
aiming at reading motivation and reading comprehension development.

The written report (with a group component and an individual component) was carried out at the end
of the semester, in order to allow students a more in-depth reflection on the requested activity
planning.

Triangulation of data collected aimed to promote a deeper understanding of our object of study (a
recommended step regarding the validity of the construct concerning case studies [20]).

3.3 Research techniques

The privileged technique was content analysis that we combined with descriptive statistics (relative
and absolute frequencies). Content analysis was performed following Bardin’s steps [21] (2004) and
involved a process of coding statements from the open questions of the questionnaire, the
questions of both worksheets, the written essay and the written report. The latter categories were
defined a priori, based on a theoretical framework of didactic strategies to develop reading
comprehension [22]. In both cases, the number of frequencies recorded was considered as an
additional element of reflection, regarding our object of study.

4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

4.1 Conceptions on reading and reading habits

In the section of the questionnaire devoted to reading (section three), we started by asking future
teachers if they liked to read. Most of future teachers (81%) answered affirmatively; some of them,
however, gave a negative answer (19%), either because of lack of interest in reading or the
absence of reading habits at home.

The content analysis results that emerged from future teachers’ answers, regarding their reasons for
enjoying reading, are displayed in Table 1:
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Table 1. Reasons for enjoying reading, according to future teachers

Categories Freq. %
Acquiring knowledge/VVocabulary 22 37%
Escape from reality 18 32%
Recreational purposes 6 10%
Improvement of reading/writing/speaking skills 3 5%
Creativity/imagination development 3 5%
Citizenship 2 3%
Intrinsic motivation 2 3%
Extrinsic motivation 1 2%
Null answers 2 3%
Total 59 100%

Table 1 shows students’ preference for reading mainly as a way of «Acquiring knowledge/vocabulary»
(37%), as well as «Escape from reality» (32%). These results corroborate two of the most given
justifications by higher education students regarding their reading practices [14] [15]. Only a few
students acknowledged they read for «Recreational purposes» (6%), «Improvement of their
reading/writing/speaking skills» (5%) or «Creativity/imagination development» (5%). Intrinsic
motivation (3%) was highly underestimated. Students who mentioned it, revealed, however, their
passion for reading, envisaging it as a commitment for life: «It's something that | cannot explain | have
been enjoying reading since | learned to read. | am what | am very much for what | read» (Q3)
«Because | always enjoyed it, it's a part of me» (Q5).

Table 2 displays the results regarding sources of reading incentives, according to future teachers:

Table 2. Sources of reading incentives, according to future teachers

Frequently | Occasionally Seldom Never
Answer Total
Freq. % Freq. % Freq. % Freq. %
Father 5 12% 12 30% 22 55% 1 3% 40-100%
Mother 23 57% 11 27% 5 13% 1 3% 40-100%

Brothers/Sisters 15 | 37% 11 28% 6 15% 8 20% | 40-100%
Grandparents 1 3% 9 22% 13 33% 17 | 42% | 40-100%

Other relatives 5 12% 16 40% 12 | 30% 7 18% | 40-100%

Teachers 23 | 57% 14 35% 3 8% 0 0% 40-100%

Friends 4 10% 0 0% 36 | 90% 0 0% 40-100%
Others 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0

Table 2 highlights that future teachers received reading incentives from their «Teachers» frequently
(57%), as well as from their «Mother» (57%). «Brothers/sisters» seemed to have played an important
role, frequently too (37%). According to future teachers, their «Grandparents» and their «Father»
contributed less to foster their reading engagement. «Friends» did not seem to have had a positive
influence to increase their interest in reading. Despite todays’ family’s diversity, mothers appear to be,
in this case, the strongest influence regarding reading incentives. Home literacy environment has long
been recognised as one of the key factors to foster young children’s emergent literacy [23] and the
mother’s level of education has been related to children’s learning [24].

Asked about their reading preferences, students stated that they enjoyed mostly novels (38%) and,
cumulatively, newspapers and magazines (28%). Biographies (7,5%), "adventure books" (7,5%),
"children's books" (3,8%) and "comic books" (3,8%) were not as popular. The "scientific articles"
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(4,5%) and the "articles on the internet" (3,8%) should also be highlighted, for the lesser emphasis
they gave them (perhaps because they link this type of reading with academic purposes, as an
obligation).

The preference for reading novels is commonly pointed out by higher education students, including
future teachers, and newspapers and magazines are also mentioned in some studies of similar
character [25] [26].

The results concerning purposes for reading and their frequency, as acknowledged by future teachers,
are shown in Table 3:

Table 3. Purposes for reading and their frequency

. . Two to three | During the | Once or twice | Once or twice
Purposes for reading Daily . Total
times aweek | weekend a month ayear
Reading for surposes | 8- 15%| 8=15% | 20-38% 10-19% 7-13% | 53-100%
Ef%‘(’)‘;‘gsfor academic | o 550 | 20-38% 47% 0-0% 0-0% | 53-100%
Reading for o o o o o o
informational purposes 22-41% 21-40% 8-15% 2-4% 0-0% 53-100%

Table 3 highlights that these future teachers read mainly daily for academic (55%) and for
informational purposes (41%). Understandably, recreational reading would take place mainly during
the weekend (38%), on their spare time. However, some of these future teachers acknowledged they
read for recreational purposes once or twice a month (19%) and others once or twice a year (13%).
Although most of them had admitted enjoying reading, these results corroborate the justifications
given before, regarding their enjoyment to engage in this activity (Table 1).

4.2 Reading motivation and reading comprehension

The content analysis performed, regarding the written essay (WE), which encompassed a through
description of the paths taken by the students to choose a book in the format they preferred (printed or
digital) that they could later use for lesson planning aiming at reading motivation and reading
comprehension development, sheds light on their reading motivation. All future teachers chose
narratives.

Categories and subcategories that emerged from future teachers answers, concerning the criteria they
used when choosing books to motivate children to read, are displayed in Table 4:

Table 4. Criteria used by future teachers to choose books to motivate children to read

Categories Subcategories Freq. % Total %
Textual Topic 12 21,1%
features Text extension 7 12,3%
25 43,9%
Vocabulary 5 8,8%
Genre/type of text 1 1,8%
Paratextual | lllustrations 19 33,3%
features Title 11 19,3% 32 | 561%
Font size 2 3,5%
Total 57 100% 57 100%

Table 4 shows that the category «Paratextual features» (56,1%) was the most highlighted by these
future teachers, followed by «Textual features» (43,9%). As far as paratextual features were
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concerned, the subcategory «lllustrations» received great attention (33,3%); lesser emphasis was
given to the «Title» (19,3%) and, mainly, to the «Font size» (3,5%).

As far as illustrations are concerned, future teachers enthusiasm’ emerged, for example, in the
following statements: «The illustrations invite the child to be more enthusiastic about reading, as well
as to draw inferences about what he/she has read, because these are usually very representative of
the text that goes along with them» (E22) / «One of the reasons that also made me choose this book
(...) was the fact that it has excellent illustrations, because in this age group (2nd year) children
associate the images very much with what they are told» (E50). Both statements corroborate
contemporary research about the increasingly important role of illustration to foster reading
engagement as well as reading comprehension [27] [28].

The «Topic» was the most emphasized subcategory (21,1%) within the category «Textual features».
One of the future teachers mentioned, for example, the following: «Manuel Antonio Pina's "The
Treasure" is stimulating (I read it twice) because of its topic — it talks about the value of freedom as a
treasure, becoming important for children to realize its importance» (E15). In this statement emerges
not only the student’s strong interest in the above-mentioned book but also her concern for instilling an
active exercise of citizenship in her future pupils. It is widely recognized that the topic of a book to
which children can relate to helps to increase their interest in reading, as well to promoting their
curiosity [29].

Future teachers considered «Text extension» (12,3%) less relevant to foster reading engagement.
Those who mentioned it stressed the importance of choosing shorter texts, aimed at children’s
interests and reading pace, in order to nurture a love of reading.

The content analysis of the written reports (WR) that future teachers delivered at the end of the
semester allowed us a more in-depth analysis of their didactic performance concerning the
development of reading comprehension skills. As described before (3.2.), this written report consisted
of two parts: an individual part and another one concerning group work. Future teachers were
gathered in groups of three to four elements (14 groups, in total) and each group delivered a lesson
plan.

The categories that emerged regarding reading strategies encompassed in future teachers’ lesson
planning for primary education are displayed in Table 5:

Table 5. Reading strategies chosen by future teachers’ in their lesson plans

Categories Subcategories Freq. % Total %
Pre-reading Activating prior knowledge 3 5,4%
Making predictions 10 17,9% 14 25%
Asking questions about the text 1 1,8%
Reading Reading the text carefully 12 21,4%
Underlining 3 5,4%
19 33,9%
Confirming/adjusting predictions made before reading 3 5,4%
Making inferences 1 1,8%
Post-reading | Rereading 5 8,9%
Identifying the main ideas of the text 12 21,4%
Using dictionaries to look up the meanings of words 4 7,1% 23 41,1%
Online searching 1 1,8%
Identifying genre/type of text 1 1,8%
Total 56 100% 56 100%

Table 5 shows that «Post-reading» (41,1%) was the category that stood out, followed by the
categories «Reading» (33,9%) and «Pre-reading» (25%).

Within «Post-reading», the subcategory «ldentifying the main ideas of the text» (21,4%) was
highlighted in future teachers’ lesson plans. One of the reasons that might explain this choice is the
fact that textbooks, in Portugal, as far as reading comprehension is concerned, give greater emphasis
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to the identification of the main ideas of the text, rather than proposing activities that encompass the
use of multiple strategies, one of the features that characterizes «good readersy» [30] [31].

Although its importance for offering pupils the opportunity to discover features of the texts that went
unnoticed during initial reading [32], «Rereading» (8,9%) was not greatly emphasized by future
teachers in their lesson plans.

«Using dictionaries to look up the meanings of words» (7,1%), «Online searching» (1,8%) and
«ldentifying genre/type of text» (1,8%) were hardly mentioned in future teachers’ lesson plans. The
importance of using dictionaries for monitoring comprehension has been emphasized [33] [34] and its
association with the development of strategies aimed at clarifying vocabulary has also been
acknowledged [35]. The identification of the type of text read, in turn, helps learners to familiarize
themselves with the specific structure of each textual typology [36] [37]. However, only one group who
proposed to approach a narrative text in their lesson planning considered that it was relevant. As far
as «Online searching» is concerned, it was related to a proposal to deepen one of the topics
addressed in the narrative text chosen by one of the groups.

The category «Reading» was also highlighted in future teachers’ lesson plans. «Reading the text
carefully» (21,4%) was considered particularly important. «Underlining» (5,4%), «Confirming/adjusting
predictions made before reading» (5,4%) and «Making inferences» (1,8%) were considered less
relevant by future teachers. However, the advantages associated with making inferences during
reading have been widely recognized [38] and confirming/adjusting predictions made before reading
has been reported to help learners to become more efficient readers [39].

«Pre-reading» was less emphasized (25%), despite the major role that plays to foster reading
engagement. «Making predictions» (17,9%) stood out while «Activating prior knowledge (5,4%) and
«Asking questions about the text» (1,8%) were devalued. Research has shown that readers with
strong comprehension actively draw upon their prior knowledge [40]; by overlooking it in their lesson
plans, these future teachers appear to be unaware of its major importance, which deserves, perhaps,
further attention in their training. As Wigfield, Gladstone and Turci (2016) put it, «Teachers with
extensive knowledge of the most effective reading strategies with which to instruct their children will
only be successful to the extent that their students are motivated to learn and use those strategies»
[41]. Future teachers’ training should, therefore, give them the tools to achieve this goal.

5 CONCLUSIONS

This paper intended to shed some light on future teachers’ conceptions on reading and how they
might influence their future educational practices concerning reading motivation and the development
of competencies in reading comprehension, addressing a Portuguese context.

Future teachers’ conceptions on reading emerged as a complex and multidimensional construct,
mainly based on the valorisation of knowledge and vocabulary acquisition. Although most of them
enjoyed reading, due to both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, they valued it in classroom contexts
and underestimated reading for pleasure. Conceptions on reading motivation were related mainly to
family literacy practices, reading for academic purposes and reading habits (most future teachers
preferred to read novels, newspapers and magazines).

Results also showed that: i) when choosing books to motivate children to read, the importance of
paratextual elements was strongly emphasized but future teachers gave little attention to the
importance of creating a literacy-rich environment in the classroom; ii) future teachers had difficulties
in establishing criteria to choose those books and to justify the choices they made as well. As far as
future teachers’ competencies on reading comprehension were concerned, we concluded that they
were mainly related to the strategies they were able to use while reading for different purposes.
Important strategies such as activating prior knowledge and making inferences were not considered
relevant by these future teachers.

We concluded that future teachers’ conceptions on reading would have an impact on their future
educational practices concerning reading motivation and the development of reading competencies.
Further studies are needed for a deeper understanding of these conceptions, so that they might be
considered on their training and have impact on their educational practices.
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