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Abstract

Few studies focus on pre-service teachers’ conceptions of literary reading and how these might shape
and influence their educational practices. Understanding such conceptions is relevant for i) the impact
they may have on the training of readers; ii) the reassessment of pre-service teachers training; iii) the
design of training programmes specifically tailored for their needs. Bearing that in mind, we present
the findings from an empirical study concerning pre-service teachers’ conceptions of literary reading
and their implications for teaching practices in Primary Education.

We used a qualitative approach, within a multiple case study framework. The participants were 4 pre-
service teachers in their second year of a Master of Teaching (Early Childhood Education and Primary
Education), enrolled in Supervised Teaching Practice (STP) in a Polytechnic Institute, in Portugal. The
following Instruments were used to gather data: i) their lesson plans, during a nine-week period of
training, focusing on the domain of Literary Education (as defined in the Programme and Curricular
Goals of Portuguese in Basic Education); ii) a written report they produced at the end of their training.

A content analysis of the lesson plans and reports was performed, and categories were generated a
priori and a posteriori concerning several dimensions: i) the importance these pre-service teachers
attached to literary reading; ii) the aspects of literary reading they valued the most; iii) the texts they
considered more adequate to fulfil their goals and iv) the reasons behind their choices.

As far as their lesson plans were concerned, we concluded that: i) most of these pre-service teachers
considered literary reading relevant for increasing pupils’ reading motivation, emphasizing the role of
picturebooks as quality aesthetic objects to enhance children’s imagination and creativity; ii) some of
the important paratextual features of picturebooks were underestimated in their lesson plans and held
a peripheral place in their conceptions of literary reading, mainly due to the relevance they gave to the
acquisition of knowledge, rather than to reading for pleasure; iii) narratives were privileged, while few
lesson plans contemplated poetry; iv) they mainly used print texts rather than texts displayed on
screens; v) one of their main concerns was to achieve the goals established in the curricular document
they had to follow.

The data collected from the written reports delivered at the end of their training revealed that: i) their
own reading practices had an impact on their lesson plans, namely on the criteria used for choosing
texts, mostly narrative ones; ii) they considered that literary education played a key role in fostering
children’s learning, enabling them to experience emotions that nurtured the development of social
relationships and increased their enthusiasm for recreational reading; iii) they emphasized the
importance of print texts for an affective literary reading experience.

Longitudinal studies, targeting pre-service teachers, may be relevant for a deeper understanding of
their conceptions of literary reading and their potential consequences in future educational practices
which might contribute to the training of readers. Research at an international level is needed in order
to promote a wider debate about the role of literary education within the context of supervised teaching
practices in Primary Education.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The importance of literary reading in Primary Education is widely recognized [1] [2] [3] and the
relevance of the role played by pre-service teachers to foster reading engagement among children in
primary schools has also been acknowledged [4] [5]. In Portugal, since 2012, several curriculum
reforms have been under way in order to increase literary levels and promote reading engagement in
Primary Education. Nevertheless, the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS)
revealed that Portugal was one of the countries with lower average achievement [6] and the number of
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primary schools without a library or with scarce resources for reading promotion is higher than to
European Union mean [7].

Some important steps have already been taken to increase literacy levels at school. The Programme
and Curricular Goals of Portuguese [8], for example, has given greater impetus to Literary Education,
highlighting the importance of working on a set of literary works that contribute to promote pupils’
aesthetic sensibility, and create paths to rebuild global citizenship. Also, the recent curriculum
document entitled Essential Learning Skills (2018) [9] states that: "In the field of literary education,
students are expected to become familiar with and contact daily with reference literature, from which
they can develop appreciation skills." [10]

However, despite the importance attached to Literary Education, little research has been carried out in
Portugal in order to evaluate the results of the implemented classroom practices, in which teachers
have an increased responsibility. In this sense, the training of future teachers also deserves attention.
Thus, in the following sections of this paper, we present the findings from an empirical study
concerning pre-service teachers’ conceptions of literary reading and their implications for teaching
practices in Primary Education.

2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The relevance of reading and reading literacy has long been the focus of attention in Portugal, as far
as curriculum development is concerned. In 2012, The Programme and Curricular Goals of
Portuguese for Basic Education was launched after a wider (and, at times, controversial) debate in the
educational arena. The document is built around five domains — Speaking, Reading and Writing,
Literary Education and Grammar. A list of mandatory texts was also created for each year so that
special attention could be given to literary works (Portuguese and Foreign Literature).

One of the most outstanding initiatives promoted by the Ministry of Education was the creation and
implementation of the National Programme for the Teaching of Portuguese (2006-2010), in Primary
Education. Also worth noting is the development and consolidation of the National Reading Plan
(2017-2027), mainly built around educational contexts but also including a set of activities aimed at the
adult population (Adults Reading +, among others).

However, higher education students’ have been left out of these initiatives, as they are mostly seen as
proficient readers. Nonetheless, research on the reading practices of higher education students’ point
to several shortcomings, regarding their reading habits [11] [12] [13] [14] and their performance in
reading comprehension [15] [16]. Some studies that focus on the reading practices of pre-service
teachers [17] [18] corroborate the need to reflect attentively on these aspects, in view of pre-service
teachers’ contribution to motivate pupils’ towards reading for recreational purposes.

Studies carried out on the conceptions of Literary Education of students attending a Bachelor degree
course in Education (3 year) [19] and research focusing on the role of Literary Education in the
Supervised Teaching Practice (STP) of future teachers’, in Portugal [20] point to: i) its importance for
fostering reading motivation; ii) students and pre-service teachers preference for narrative texts as a
way to encourage pupils to improve their reading skills; iii) difficulties in implementing reading
comprehension strategies that foster Literary Education.

Few international studies focus on future teachers’ conceptions of literary education. In a study carried
out by Munita (2013) [21], differences were found between “strong readers” and “weak readers”, with
regard to: i) their conceptions of reading (with the former considering literary reading embedded in the
process of identity formation and the latter emphasizing the relevance of academic reading); ii) their
reading experiences (only “strong readers” put into play their own affective relationship with literature
and wanted to mirror it in children, and enabled them to build a similar relationship; while “weak
readers” preferred reading for informational purposes). Contreras and Prats (2015) [22] studied the
literary profile of four groups of future teachers (attending Barcelona University) and the importance
they attached to literary education. Narrative texts stood out as a preference and reading for pleasure
was rarely mentioned. As the authors of the study bluntly put it, “If you do not live, you do not feel
literature, you can hardly take it to the classroom successfully” [23]. The same authors go on to
propose several “digital paths” to enhance future teachers’ reading habits and to increase reading
motivation.

Theoretical studies on literary education have recently contributed to stressing the importance of the
role played by reading for pleasure in educational settings, highlighting the need to review educational
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practices involving the study of literature in higher education, namely regarding future teachers’
knowledge of literature [24] [25].

The recently updated position statement from the National Council of Teachers of English, entitled
“Preparing teachers with knowledge of children’s and young adult literature” (2018) [26], deserves a
special mention here. Although not directly aimed at the Literary Education’ goal fulfillment, it clearly
states teacher education programs’ responsibility to “build preservice teachers’ capacity for continued
growth, learning, and development as advocates of children’s and young adult literature” and
advocates the need to inspire them to become reading role-models, thus motivating readers.

Simpson's study on the use of children’s literature in teaching [27] also deserves attention. The in-
depth research conducted in four different countries (Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom and the
United States of America) provides a “contemporary critical review of the role of children's literature in
pre-service teacher education” [28], highlighting the need for students to build up personal knowledge
about literary texts and for institutions find stimulating thought-provoking paths for teacher training
programs.

3 METHODOLOGY

The data collection and analysis were guided by the following research questions (RQ):

¢ RQ 1 How might lesson plans and written reports made by pre-service teachers, during their
supervised teacher practice, shed some light on their conceptions of literary education?

¢ RQ2 How might such conceptions contribute to rethinking their training, encompassing the
everchanging nature of literary education?

We opted for a qualitative approach, within a multiple case study framework. Such an approach puts
the emphasis on the understanding that nothing is trivial and thus promotes the in-depth research of
the object of study under investigation [29]. In addition, we consider it appropriate to use an inductive
approach in data analysis, associated to qualitative research [30] [31], privileging an iterative process
of searching for meanings emerging from the network of relationships that may contribute to the
understanding of our object of study.

3.1 Participants

The participants in the study were four female pre-service teachers in their second year of a Master of
Teaching (Early Childhood Education and Primary Education), enrolled in Supervised Teaching
Practice (STP) in a Polytechnic Institute, in Portugal. They all had previously completed a first degree
in Education in the same School of Education in Portugal and were Portuguese native speakers.

3.2 Data collection tools

The following Instruments were used to gather data: i) 36 lesson plans (8'4 per pre-service teacher),
during a nine-week period of training (in the third year of primary school), focusing on the domain of
Literary Education (as defined in the Programme and Curricular Goals of Portuguese in Basic
Education); ii) four written reports they produced at the end of their training.

3.3 Research techniques

Th content analysis was performed following Bardin [32] and Amado’s [33] approach, encompassing
an iterative process of coding to identify words/passages that captured practices, strategies and
reflections. Such a process was carried out in order to allow us to infer the implicit meanings which
echoed in the voices of these pre-service teachers.

4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

4.1 Dimensions of literary education

The content analysis results that emerged from pre-service teachers’ lesson plans (LP-S), with regard
to the dimensions of Literary Education are displayed in Table 1:
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Table 1 — Dimensions of Literary Education.

) , LP-S1 | LP-S2 | LP-S3 LP-S4
Categories Subcategories (Freq.) | (Freq.) | (Freq.) (Freq.) Total
Imaginative
o engagement with 5 4 3 3 15
Creativity literary texts
development
Reading motivation ° 5 1 1 6
enhancement
Knowledge of
Portuguese 5 5 7 5 22
Acquisition of Literature
knowledge Appreciation of
aspects of 2 3 2 3 10
Portuguese culture
o Engagement with
Appreciation of | picturebooks’ front 1 0 2 1 4
picture books’ covers
paratextual
features Image/text 1 1 1 1 4
interaction

Table 1 shows that these pre-service teachers associated, above all, Literary Education with
"Acquisition of knowledge", and highlighted the "Knowledge about Portuguese literature" in their
lesson plans. This valuation seems to be very focused on a conception of Literary Education rooted,
perhaps, along the pre-service teachers’ school path. Their lesson plans thus seem to mirror such
path. The "Appreciation of aspects of Portuguese culture" was related to an approach to narrative
texts that focused on popular traditions, providing itineraries of discovery of oral and traditional
literature. The pre-service teachers’ lesson plans also included activities to develop reading
comprehension, largely focusing on the identification of the main ideas of the selected texts, putting
less emphasis on the teaching of inference skills.

"Creativity development" unfolded in "Imaginative engagement with literary texts" (which stood out)
and "Reading motivation enhancement”, to which future teachers attached less importance. Under the
first subcategory, the lesson plans of these future teachers revealed that they implemented activities
(such as giving a different ending to the story or retelling the narrative read in the first person as the
main character of the story) that fostered pupils' creativity, stimulating their imagination and creating
enriching reading experiences. "Reading motivation enhancement” was not as highlighted as
expected. The lesson plans reflected the fact that future teachers did not consider it intrinsically
related to Literary Education, appearing as a minor dimension, associated with reading motivation
strategies such as reading out loud to others (LP-S1; LP-S4) or inviting guest readers to come to the
classroom (LP-S2; LP-S3).

The category "Appreciation of picturebooks" was the least highlighted one, which deserves close
attention, given the way in which such devaluation can be reflected in these pre-service teachers’
future educational practices. Nowadays picturebooks are considered one of the most beautiful forms
of interaction with literature, mainly as far as shared reading is concerned. The little emphasis given to
its paratextual features may be due to: i) pre-service teachers’ lack of knowledge about ways to
explore picturebooks in the classroom; ii) their disregard for the important role played by paratextual
features concerning reading engagement; iii) their difficulties in identifying picturebooks paratextual
features (they only mentioned the front cover).

The analysis of pre-service teachers’ lesson plans also revealed their preference for narrative texts.
Poetry was only selected twice by each of the future teachers. Narrative texts were mainly selected for
meeting the fulfillment of the targets outlined in the Programme and Curricular Goals of Portuguese
(2015), regarding the development of reading comprehension and the knowledge of Portuguese
literature and foreign literature. The choice of narrative texts for the implementation of reading
activities in the classroom may be related to the students’ enjoyment of this textual typology, as they
may, perhaps, consider poetry more difficult. Their choices may also have been based on the ways
they have been taught.
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4.2 Importance of literary education

The content analysis of the written reports (WR) that pre-service teachers delivered at the end of their
training allowed us a more in-depth analysis of the dimensions focused on their lesson plans. The
results of the analysis performed are presented in Table 2:

Table 2 — Most valued aspects of literary education, according to pre-service teachers.

. . WRS1 | WRS2 WRS3 WRS4
Categories Subcategories Total
Freq. Freq. Freq. Freq.

Contribution to an | Role of picturebooks
affective reading as quality aesthetic 1 1 2 2 6
experience objects

Importance of the
subjects addressed in 1 2 2 2 7
literary works

Relevance of print
texts

Improvement of Emotional awareness 3 1 1 2 7
social skills

Respect for cultural
diversity

The most valued aspect in Literary Education by the pre-service teachers was "Contribution to an
affective reading experience". In their written reports, they stressed that: i) the few picturebooks used
in the classroom aimed at encouraging literary reading had enabled shared reading practices that
promoted bonds of affection among all; ii) the themes of the selected literary texts (such as friendship,
fear, courage, freedom) also fostered a greater interaction in the classroom, stimulating an affective
reading experience; iii) the presence of printed texts, and given pupils the opportunity to manipulate
them and appreciate their illustrations, also provided a very pleasant reading experience.

The aspects mentioned by these pre-service teachers are corroborated by a growing body of
literature, both with regard to picturebooks’ contribution to an affective reading experience [34], and to
the affective affordances of different materialities provided by the haptics of a physical book [35].

Within the category "Improvement of social skills", the sub-category "Respect for cultural diversity"
was emphasized for its relevance to the development of global citizenship. The pre-service teachers
acknowledged the importance of reading literary works such as Dancing in the Clouds [36] and
Butterfly’ Ears [37] for a better understanding of each other’s differences, and of the beauty implied in
caring and respecting one another, in a globalized world.

The sub-category "Emotional awareness" was related to the interaction of the pupils’ in the classroom
with the literary works selected, since shared reading allowed them to experience several emotions,
thus nurturing the development of social relationships and increasing their enthusiasm for recreational
‘reading. Pupils’ discussion of what they read with peers has been related to high-order thinking, being
envisaged as a powerful way to motivate readers [38].

5 CONCLUSIONS

This paper provided insight into pre-service-teachers’ conceptions of literary education and how such
conceptions were embedded in their lessons plans and in the written reports they delivered at the end
of their training.

As far as their lesson plans were concerned, we concluded that: i) most of these pre-service teachers
considered literary reading relevant for increasing pupils’ reading motivation, emphasizing the role of
picturebooks as quality aesthetic objects to enhance children’s imagination and creativity; ii) some of
the important paratextual features of picturebooks were underestimated in their lesson plans and held
a peripheral place in their conceptions of literary reading, mainly due to the relevance they gave to the
acquisition of knowledge, rather than to reading for pleasure; iii) narratives were privileged, and few
lesson plans contemplated poetry; iv) they mainly used print texts rather than texts displayed on
screens; v) one of their main concerns was to achieve the goals established in the curricular document
they had to follow.
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The data collected from the written reports delivered at the end of their training revealed that: i) their
own reading practices had an impact on their lesson plans, namely on the criteria used for choosing
texts, mostly narrative ones; ii) they considered that literary education played a key role in fostering
children’s learning, enabling them to experience emotions that nurtured the development of social
relationships and increased their enthusiasm for recreational reading; iii) they emphasized the
importance of print texts for an affective literary reading experience.

Pre-service teachers’ reader profile that emerged from the study points to several challenges: i) to
carry out research projects that allow an in-depth investigation of pre-service teachers conceptions of
literary education; ii) to rethink the design of their training, in order to increase their didactic
performance concerning reading motivation; iii) to integrate nationwide pre-service teachers in the
program already in place for the Portuguese National Reading Plan (PNRP), giving it its much
deserved attention and relevance.

Longitudinal studies, targeting pre-service teachers, may be relevant for a deeper understanding of
their conceptions of literary education and their potential consequences in future educational practices
which might contribute to the training of readers. Research at an international level is also needed in
order to promote a wider debate about the role of literary education within the context of supervised
teaching practices in Primary Education.
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