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ABSTRACT 

TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF TEACHING LITERACY TO ENGLISH 

LANGUAGE LEARNERS (ELLS) WHO STRUGGLE WITH READING  

AND WHO ARE IN A SUBURBAN DISTRICT IN NEW YORK STATE  

 Kara Walker 

Results of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP; National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2020) have shown that despite efforts to raise the literacy 

skill levels of students in elementary school, the average reading scores for fourth-grade 

students in 2019 were still cause for concern. The NAEP data showed the reading scores 

in four percentiles (i.e., 10th, 25th, 50th, and 75th) from 2019 dropped in comparison 

with the corresponding data garnered in 2017 (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2020). In addition, the number of students whose first language is not English has soared 

by 105% in the last decade (i.e., 2010–2019) and yet they are placed in regular or general 

education classrooms with teachers who are underprepared or have no training related to 

the unforeseen obstacles these second language learners often encounter in school 

literacy programs (Constantino, 1994; Lucas et al., 2008). Thus, the classroom 

environment becomes an arena of active exchanges among students, teachers, and 

classroom resources that inherently are mitigated by the pedagogical beliefs of the 

educators driving the curriculum. The purpose of this study was to explore the beliefs 

held by third- and fourth-grade elementary teachers about their abilities to deliver literacy 

instruction to students and the impact of these beliefs on the type of literacy instruction 

they deliver in general education third- and fourth-grade classrooms. This study was 



 

framed using Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which indicates literacy skills develop 

when students can participate in social and cultural activities (Pu, 2010). Bandura’s 

concept of self-efficacy was used to understand how individuals perceive their ability to 

influence the things happening around them. Participants were third- and fourth-grade 

teachers across three school districts that shared similar demographics regarding student 

populations. Data collection occurred through surveys, interviews, and classroom 

observation field notes. Limitations related to the study sample size and the 

demographics of the school districts. Future research possibilities as well as 

recommendations for policymakers are discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 Results of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP; National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2020) have shown that despite efforts to raise the literacy 

skill levels of students in elementary school, the average reading scores for fourth-grade 

students in 2019 were still cause for concern. The NAEP data showed the reading scores 

in four percentiles (i.e., 10th, 25th, 50th, and 75th) from 2019 dropped in comparison 

with the corresponding data garnered in 2017 (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2020). Additionally, White and Black students’ scores decreased at the 10th and 25th 

percentiles and were seen as lower performers in 2019 whereas Hispanic students saw an 

increase in their scores at the 25th, 50th, and 75th percentiles. However, Hispanic 

students saw no increase in scores at the 10th percentile (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2020). In fact, in terms of the Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA), scores 

were lower in 2019 overall for Black and Hispanic students participating in the National 

School Lunch Program (National Center for Education Statistics, 2020). Solomon and 

Battistich (1996) conducted research on teacher expectations and found teachers tended 

to set lower expectations for students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds and 

expected lower academic performance from these students as well.  

According to Freire and Macedo (1987), literacy not only denotes the ability to 

read words on a page, it is also a call to understand the world within the context of words 

in a way that can provide power to those who embrace reading the words around them. 

Thus, students who are not afforded opportunities to learn and acquire new literacy skills 

cannot actively participate in the journey to understand history and, in essence, their own 

futures (Freire & Macedo, 1987). Literacy within the context of the world, and one’s life, 
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has been further influenced by the level of engagement and motivation demonstrated by 

students as a result of the teacher’s influence (Amendum & Fitzgerald, 2011; Pu, 2010). 

Further, Goddard et al. (2000) conducted a study on collective teacher efficacy within 

schools to ascertain its impact on the achievement of fifth-grade students. The researchers 

defined collective teacher efficacy as the beliefs teachers hold about their abilities to 

competently educate students and subsequently influence the climate and curriculum of 

their respective schools (Goddard et al., 2000). Results showed there was a positive 

association between an increase in the collective efficacy of teachers and an increase in 

the achievement of the students. Further, Goddard et al. suggested the collective efficacy 

of teachers is strengthened when they have shared beliefs in their ability to influence the 

climate and culture of schools.  

The theme of teacher impact is supported by sociocultural theory because the idea 

is that literacy skills develop when students can participate in social and cultural activities 

with peers and the community at large (Pu, 2010). Vygotsky built his sociocultural theory 

on the premise that an individual’s processes, together with social processes, co-construct 

knowledge for those involved (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). This core principle is akin to 

the natural process students go through as they progress in the academic arena and 

interact with peers and teachers. Turn and talk, think-pair-share, and jigsaw are all 

exercises that are readily seen in an elementary setting as a means to foster the sharing 

and exchanging of knowledge in the social context of the classroom. This 

interdependence of one another within a classroom is mediated by the capabilities of each 

and what one can accomplish tomorrow (Mahn, 1999). Learning thrives in a shared space 

in which students can negotiate and co-construct knowledge while simultaneously 
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interacting with peers and their environment (i.e., teachers and the physical environment; 

Haenen, 2003). Thus, the classroom environment becomes an arena of active exchanges 

among students, teachers, and classroom resources that inherently are mitigated by the 

pedagogical beliefs of the educators driving the curriculum.  

A central tenet in Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory is that there is an inter-

dependence of the child and the social environment/processes as a means to co-construct 

knowledge (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996; Mahn, 1999). Thus, the community in which 

one lives is just as important as learning associated with school attendance. The constant 

in these statements is that a child does not learn in isolation from peers or community. 

Furthermore, learning is mediated by the expertise or aid of another, demonstrating that 

interactions between student and teacher and peers must take place in order to move a 

child closer to their personal level of achievement in the future (Mahn, 1999). Teachers 

need to understand the role literacy has played in their own lives and the lives of their 

students in order to acknowledge the abilities they possess in planning effective and 

targeted literacy lessons for all students, especially when it comes to third through fifth 

graders who lack the foundational reading skills typically learned in kindergarten through 

second grade. 

Although teachers remain a constant in classrooms today, the number and types of 

interactions they have with their students vary in ways that can strongly influence the 

literacy practices of those children. Stronge et al. (2011), in their research on teacher 

effectiveness and student achievement, found teachers were the common denominator in 

student achievement and success in school. Therefore, the conceptual framework for this 

study, grounded in sociocultural theory, served as a structure with which to understand 
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the possible impact of teachers’ perceptions of students reading below grade level on the 

instructional choices the teachers make for their lessons. If teachers believe they are 

outfitted with the necessary tools (i.e., resources, professional development) to meet the 

needs of students with all levels of reading weaknesses, then students will attain success 

and growth in their respective literacy skills. Thus, guided by Vygotsky’s sociocultural 

theory, conceptually this study involved understanding teachers’ beliefs and perceptions 

about teaching through a qualitative analysis of the processes the teachers engage in 

when planning instruction for below grade-level readers in third and fourth grades. 

What remains consistent across the literature is the notion that the more capable 

and prepared teachers feel to tackle any struggle their students encounter, the more 

opportunities they will provide their students to practice and strengthen their literacy 

skills (Guo et al., 2012). Consequently, the academic arena and the learning opportunities 

it affords become even more vital for English language learners (ELLs) because literacy 

and world knowledge are intertwined yet often disconnected for students from 

backgrounds where English is not the primary language (Freire & Macedo, 1987; Lucas 

et al., 2008).  

 The number of students whose first language is not English has soared by 105% 

in the last decade (i.e., 2010–2019) and yet they are placed in regular or general 

education classrooms with teachers who are underprepared or have no training related to 

the unforeseen obstacles these second language learners often encounter in school 

literacy programs (Constantino, 1994; Lucas et al., 2008). The existing research (Gunn et 

al., 2000, 2002; Kendeou et al., 2009) has mainly contained a focus on the role of 

established reading programs in literacy, more specifically decoding, on the development 
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of elementary ELLs in primary grades (i.e., kindergarten through second grade) and is 

lacking an exploration of the effects of such interventions with elementary ELLs in third 

and fourth grades. New York State administers the English Language Arts (ELA) 

assessment annually to students in elementary school (i.e., Grades 3–5). Historically, 

leaders in New York State have used the results of the fourth-grade ELA assessments to 

report on any measurable progress of the population tested as they moved from third to 

fourth grade, known as the benchmark grade. Thus, the focus in the current study was on 

third- and fourth-grade teachers and the below grade-level readers in their respective 

classrooms. This study was designed to address the gap in the literature by using a mixed 

methods design to ascertain how the beliefs teachers hold about their own teaching 

abilities in literacy instruction can influence the instructional choices they make for their 

students within a single academic year.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the beliefs upper grade elementary 

teachers hold about their abilities to deliver literacy instruction to students and the impact 

of those beliefs on the type of literacy instruction they deliver in general education third- 

and fourth-grade classrooms. Third- and fourth-grade teachers completed a survey 

regarding their beliefs about their ability and level of preparedness related to planning 

literacy instruction in the upper elementary grades and the manner in which they deliver 

targeted instruction in this area. After participants completed surveys, teachers 

voluntarily took part in in-depth interviews to ascertain their beliefs and perceptions 

about below grade-level students. Additionally, the interviews provided opportunities for 

teachers to provide more specific or supplemental information pertaining to the manner in 
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which they planned literacy instruction for those students. The interviews enabled 

participants to provide a context and explanation for the answers they provided on the 

survey (Creswell, 2015). Additionally, interviewees were asked if they would like to 

volunteer for subsequent classroom observations to corroborate their previous responses 

and add trustworthiness to the study to ensure their interview transcripts and subsequent 

analysis were portrayed accurately and were true to what each participant shared.  

Theoretical or Conceptual Framework 

Studies on increasing the development of comprehension skills among students 

who are ELLs or from low socioeconomic households in upper elementary school have 

been grounded in the effectiveness of teacher interactions with students and teachers’ 

levels of preparedness in dealing with diverse populations. This area has been further 

influenced by the level of engagement and motivation demonstrated by students as a 

result of teacher influence. The topic of teacher impact is supported by Vygotsky’s 

sociocultural theory, which indicates literacy skills develop when students can participate 

in social and cultural activities (Pu, 2010). Consequently, students encounter difficulty 

when teachers fail to recognize that many of these students, particularly ELLs and at-risk 

students, lack the basic language and literacy skills children are expected to acquire prior 

to starting school and do not supplement them with rich, immersive experiences as a 

means to eradicate those deficits.  

The conceptual framework of this study represented the sociocultural theory 

situated in the reality of teachers and their perceptions of below grade-level readers 

(Unrau & Alvermann, 2013). Conceptually, grounded in the sociocultural theory of 

Vygotsky and as shown in Figure 1, this study was based on the perspective that if 
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teachers feel they are adequately prepared with either resources or professional 

development, then they will be able to make instructional choices that are tailored to fit 

the needs of their struggling readers in third and fourth grades, resulting in the growth of 

the literacy skills and overall success of these students (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Figure 1 

Conceptual Framework 
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According to Vygotsky, as cited in John-Steiner and Mann (1996), language is the 

main mode of understanding and connecting to peers and the community as a means to 

develop skills and cognition. Historical, social, and cultural influences coalesce in 

cognitive development and, as such, students and teachers alike approach future 

interactions through the lens of those language experiences (Unrau & Alvermann, 2013). 

Thus, language, in Vygotsky’s theory, is situated as a device that can both provide a 

means to understand the past and propel an individual forward through interactions with 

peers and community (i.e., school and teachers; Unrau & Alvermann, 2013). Teachers 

need to not only be aware and understand the language and literacy histories their 

students bring into their classrooms, they should also attempt to understand how their 

own personal literacy and language journeys have shaped their approaches to literacy 

instruction as well as the pedagogical beliefs they hold.  

Educators who do not understand the role their personal literacy journeys play in 

the education of their students may perpetuate the unequal power distribution within a 

given community between literate and less literate people (Esmonde & Booker, 2016; 

Freire & Macedo, 1987). Thus, teachers need to understand how the pedagogical literacy 

choices they make influence their classroom instruction and can also reverberate within 

the communities in which their students exist outside the school building.  

Significance of the Study 

 To address the needs of students who lack foundational literacy skills, it is 

important to take a closer look at the beliefs educators hold about their own abilities to 

effect change in students who struggle in this area (Varghese et al., 2016). Self-efficacy 

denotes how an individual perceives their own ability to influence the things happening 
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around them (Bandura, 1993, 1997). Varghese et al. (2016) conducted a research study 

with elementary teachers in first grade to determine whether their self-perceptions about 

teaching fostered changes in the literacy scores of their students. The researchers found 

positive associations did exist between how teachers perceived their own teaching 

abilities and the literacy scores of their students. However, this study highlighted a 

significant limitation in that educators who participated in the research were first-grade 

teachers and the sample did not include elementary teachers beyond that grade level.  

 Another theme that has emerged from the literature on the literacy development of 

upper elementary students is the impact of teacher preparedness on the growth of these 

students, more specifically ELL students and those from low socioeconomic households. 

Across the literature, teachers’ beliefs about their level of preparedness to teach literacy 

and the impact on students’ success have emerged as core areas of importance in the 

literacy development of upper elementary students, especially those from ELL and low 

socioeconomic households. Chall (as cited in Guo et al., 2012) stated students who 

struggle with their own literacy skills experience difficulties when moving from learning 

how to read to reading to learn as they progress through elementary school. Thus, the 

focus in the current study was on third- and fourth-grade teachers and their beliefs about 

their competencies in teaching literacy skills. This approach differs from previous 

research on teacher self-efficacy in that teachers were asked to elaborate on the rationale 

for their pedagogical views. This study was conducted in an attempt to uncover the 

rationale behind the way teachers approach their ELA curriculum planning when students 

who struggle and lack basic literacy skills are present in their classrooms. The study was 

designed to go beyond exploring the way teachers plan and implement the ELA content 
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of upper elementary school by examining the thought processes these educators employ 

when struggling readers who still need to access upper grade content and curriculum are 

present in their classrooms. As a means to ascertain the beliefs held by third- and fourth-

grade elementary ELA teachers, the study was guided by three research questions. 

Research Questions 

1. To what extent do teachers’ perceptions of the type of control they hold to 

enact change in their classrooms influence their instructional practices for 

literacy? 

2. What are teachers’ beliefs and perceptions on the literacy development of 

ELLs who struggle with English language learning?  

3. How do those beliefs and perceptions held by teachers translate into 

classroom literacy instruction for below grade-level students? 

The first research question was used to test the hypothesis that a relationship 

would exist between how effective upper elementary teachers feel they are in teaching 

literacy and the type of literacy instruction they deliver in their classrooms. Further, 

results were intended to demonstrate that as teachers feel more effective in teaching 

literacy, the performance of upper elementary students in the area of literacy also 

increases. As teachers begin to feel more competent and effective in teaching literacy in 

the upper elementary grades, they will plan more comprehensive and targeted lessons as a 

result. The second research question was used to understand teachers’ views and 

perspectives about the literacy development of struggling ELLs garnered from an 

interview setting. The third and final research question was used to understand the actual 

instructional moves and choices teachers made in their classrooms, through observations, 
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within the context of the perceptions and beliefs they shared during the interviews. Thus, 

Research Question 3 was used to understand and determine whether congruence existed 

between what teachers shared about their beliefs and perceptions of struggling ELLs in 

the interviews and the actual instructional practices they used with students.  

Definition of Terms 

Delivery of instruction – any instruction that is scaffolded or tailored to the 

literacy needs of specific students within a given classroom. 

Departmentalization – any grade level that clusters content areas together where 

teachers are designated to teach specific content (e.g., ELA and social studies or math 

and science).  

F&P (Fountas & Pinnell) Level – a proprietary system of reading levels created 

by Irene Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell that is used to determine a student’s reading level 

and plan appropriate small group instruction. 

Guided reading – small group reading instruction led by the teacher that includes 

the use of differentiated supports to provide students the specific and tailored skills they 

need to progress in their literacy development. 

Instructional reading level – the reading level at which students are instructed that 

requires teacher support but cannot be navigated independently as of yet. 

Leveled Literacy Intervention (LLI) – a supplementary instructional program that 

provides more targeted and intensive intervention meant for small groups of students who 

are not meeting grade-level expectations. 
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Literacy practices of teachers – the amount of time teachers devote to literacy 

instruction within their classrooms as well as the resources they seek out and use to 

implement daily literacy instruction. 

Locus of control – the extent to which a person feels their own actions directly 

affect outcomes/performance. An external locus of control is one in which outside forces 

beyond an individual’s personal control have a significant impact on 

outcomes/performance, whereas an internal locus of control indicates personal 

instructional choices directly affect outcomes/performance. 

Self-efficacy – the way in which teachers perceive their influence on the people 

and things around them in the environment or community. 

Teacher impact – any change in a student’s literacy performance that directly 

results from specific teacher instruction.  

Teacher preparedness – the level of training or collaboration a teacher received in 

order to develop, plan, and implement lessons specifically targeting the literacy skills of 

struggling upper elementary students so they feel competent to do so. 

Upper elementary teachers – English language arts (ELA) teachers in Grades 3 

through 5 that may include English as a new language (ENL) teachers. 

WIN Time (What I Need Time) – a designated time during the school day during 

which a student receives support services, such as academic intervention services (AIS), 

ELL, or speech and language services. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF RELATED RESEARCH 

 ELLs constitute approximately over 5 million students in the nation’s public 

schools with only about 6% attaining reading proficiency at the beginning of fourth grade 

(Rizzuto, 2017). A synthesis of the findings of the National Literacy Panel on Language-

Minority Children and Youth showed literacy instruction for ELLs needs to be re-

envisioned to fit the needs students exhibit in addition to including literacy language 

development and instruction in literacy skills and strategies simultaneously (Irujo, 2013). 

The number of students whose first language is not English has soared by 105% in the 

last decade (i.e., 2010–2019) and yet they are placed in regular or general education 

classrooms with teachers who are underprepared or have no training related to the 

unforeseen obstacles these second language learners often encounter in school literacy 

programs (Constantino, 1994; Lucas et al., 2008).  

Teachers are the moderators of literacy instruction for their students and are the 

only ones who can determine the type of instruction that will be effective with specific 

students (Irujo, 2013). Students who lack the necessary academic English language skills 

may exhibit difficulty navigating the landscape of the school culture, often creating a 

polarization between the educational environment and their family or cultural identity 

(Irujo, 2013). Language, designated as the main mode of understanding and connecting to 

community and peers, becomes a main avenue through which to develop skills and 

cognition guided by sociocultural theory (Unrau & Alvermann, 2013). Teachers should 

provide opportunities for students to advance their academic skills while simultaneously 

maintaining their cultural identity and integrity in order to achieve success (Ladson-

Billings, 1995). Additionally, stability in learning is strengthened when there is 
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congruence and consistency between classroom literacy learning and literacy learning in 

one’s home (Baumann & Williams, 2010). Learners thrive in environments that foster 

positive teacher–student interactions that ensure students feel supported and teachers 

provide consistent, positive feedback that aligns with their classroom persona (Guo et al., 

2012). Thus, consistency in instruction and providing opportunities for learning are 

dependent on a teacher’s own beliefs about whether or not they can keep their students 

from failing (Cook, 2012). Although teachers can identify below grade-level students and 

the content areas in which they struggle, teachers may not provide as many opportunities 

for peer collaboration or activities for struggling students or ELLs, instead spending more 

of their time ensuring those students are adhering to classroom routines and rules and 

leaving the opportunity for academic growth to evaporate (Solomon & Battistich, 1996). 

Students who can participate in social and cultural activities can develop their literacy 

skills and uncover how their literacy of the past can propel them forward in their 

development, which undergirds the theoretical framework of Vygotsky’s sociocultural 

theory.  

Providing more opportunities for social and cultural activities that encourage the 

exchange of literacy prowess may contribute to a more equitable distribution of power 

among those who are struggling readers, or the less literate, and those who are not 

struggling readers. This literature review was designed to explore the beliefs held by 

teachers who educate students who are reading below grade level and who may also be 

ELLs. As such, it was designed to address three research questions that pertain to the 

perceptions and beliefs teachers hold regarding third- and fourth-grade students who are 

reading below grade level, teachers’ perceptions of ELLs who struggle with English 
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language learning, and the way in which those beliefs and perceptions translate into 

literacy classroom instruction for these students. 

Language Ideologies 

 The literacy instruction and practice opportunities a teacher provides within the 

context of the classroom must also be understood within the context of the language 

ideology one holds. Language ideologies are the beliefs and assumptions individuals have 

about the language behaviors of another intermingled with the nation-state’s political and 

economic interests (Razfar, 2005; Razfar & Rumenapp, 2012). Further, the language 

ideologies held by teachers manifest in the ideas and assumptions they ascribe to new 

members of their classroom or school community (i.e., in this study, ELLs, which may 

influence the literacy instruction they plan for these struggling students; Allard et al., 

2014). It is crucial to understand the impact of language ideologies in the classroom when 

monolingual English is the main mode of instruction for students whose first language is 

not English. Again, asserting that English, the language of the more literate, is the main 

and only language of learning maintains the inequity of power that exists between 

teachers and struggling ELLs (Allard et al., 2014; Freire & Macedo, 1987).  

Teachers generate and create literacy learning opportunities in their classrooms 

for struggling ELLs that may unconsciously promote the beliefs and norms held by the 

more literate portion of the school culture. In doing so, ELLs are often times relegated to 

repairing their second language learning through pronunciation correction or tense 

agreement rather than the actual language of the lesson being taught (Allard et al., 2014; 

Razfar, 2005; Razfar & Rumenapp, 2012). This implies teachers may consider grammar 

or the like as adequate and necessary scaffolds for ELLs, forgoing more appropriate and 
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content- or skill-based scaffolds. Therefore, it is with a critical eye that teachers must 

examine their own beliefs about language, their students’ language, and the 

interconnection between the two in terms of the influence over their pedagogy (Allard et 

al., 2014; Razfar, 2005).  

Teachers’ Pedagogical Beliefs 

The result of a teacher’s examination of their pedagogical beliefs in terms of 

reciprocal and equitable knowledge sharing with students fosters a community of 

collaborative learners. However, one of the stumbling blocks for teachers in addressing 

their own belief systems and how these beliefs may present in the classroom is 

operationalizing and conceptualizing beliefs in general. Historically, teacher beliefs are a 

construct that has been researched and examined over the last 40 or so years, yet the 

constant evolution in education has caused educators to augment their thinking, making it 

even harder to operationalize what constitutes a measurable belief system (Ashton, 2014). 

Ashton (2014) conducted an overview of research focused on teachers’ beliefs and found 

many inconsistencies existed because a consistent way to operationalize teachers’ beliefs 

had never been established, making it even more difficult to ascertain and understand the 

motivation teachers have for planning their instruction or interacting with students the 

way they do. Pajares (1992) asserted the lack of consistency in defining teachers’ beliefs 

is compounded by the idea that it is extremely difficult for educators to separate their 

knowledge from their beliefs because they typically teach content that aligns with their 

belief systems. Clearly, teachers hold beliefs about the curriculum, their students, their 

roles, and many other pertinent aspects of their occupations. Yet the literature lacks a 
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consistent definition of teachers’ beliefs, making it difficult to explore their impact on 

pedagogy (Pajares, 1992). 

Babinski et al. (2018), Amendum and Fitzgerald (2011), and Pu (2010) examined 

the effectiveness of teacher preparation programs and found one commonality among the 

research was the clear and immediate need for novices to be trained in educating diverse 

learners, specifically those whose first language is not English (Amendum & Fitzgerald, 

2011; Babinski et al., 2018; Pu, 2010). Bandura (1993) asserted students’ levels of 

achievement are mediated by their learning environments. Those learning environments 

are dependent upon the self-efficacy beliefs of teachers regarding their ability to motivate 

and promote learning in their students (Bandura, 1993). Lesley (2011) found that 

preservice teachers’ attitudes about their own reading abilities remain unchanged as they 

progress throughout their careers, often resulting in an all or nothing approach to reading. 

This belief system, rooted in a teacher’s own reading abilities, sets the stage for the way 

in which preservice teachers may view their own struggling students, namely those who 

are good readers and those who are not (Lesley, 2011).  

Similarly, Rizzuto (2017) conducted a transformative parallel mixed methods 

study of the effect of early childhood educators’ perceptions of ELLs on the literacy 

instruction they provided to those students. Results showed the unexamined biases 

educators held toward ELLs manifested in unconscious ways on the part of teachers that 

limited the available learning opportunities for those students (Rizzuto, 2017). This can 

result in the perpetuation of inequality of educational opportunities or experiences for 

ELL students, further deepening the power divide that exists between the less literate and 

the more literate (Freire & Macedo, 1987; Rizzuto, 2017). 
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Previous researchers have aimed to understand the meaning of teachers’ beliefs 

and ascertain how they manifest in practice, yet the extant research remains muddied 

(Fives & Buehl, 2012). Given that teachers’ beliefs underscore every aspect of their 

instruction from conception to implementation, they must be examined in terms of the 

ways in which educators orient themselves to their students and set goals for them 

(Hoffman & Seidel, 2014). Fives and Buehl (2012) conducted an extensive review of the 

existing literature to understand the various ways in which teachers’ beliefs have been 

operationalized and the implications, if any, on their pedagogical practice. They 

concluded that the definition of teachers’ beliefs varied by author and consistency with 

regard to measurement of that construct also varied. However, this review led to the 

conclusion that a teacher’s belief system exerts influence over new experiences and 

information and acts like a filter through which the teacher’s reality passes daily (Fives & 

Buehl, 2012).  

Consequently, questions arise with regard to the extent to which this belief 

filtering system is responsible for the instructional choices teachers make within their 

classrooms and with respect to particular students. Accordingly, student achievement and 

progress are mediated by the impact of teachers’ beliefs on the curriculum and 

instructional choices (Fives & Buehl, 2012). In fact, results of one study showed teachers 

who felt they could control outcomes influenced by their own behaviors engaged in 

instructional practices that amplified students’ learning (Cook, 2012).  

Cook (2012) conducted a mixed methods research study to explore the possible 

variance that existed between the pedagogical choices of teachers who felt their behavior 

could effect change in their students’ academic performance and those who felt their own 
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behaviors did little to effect positive change in students’ learning. Teachers who believed 

their behavior did little to effect change in their students, or those with an external locus 

of control, tended to provide more feedback on written work and making sure 

assignments were completed. Teachers with an internal locus of control, or those who felt 

their behavior could determine the outcomes of their students’ academic performance, 

gave on the spot feedback to students and felt it was their responsibility to provide 

tailored instruction for struggling students (Cook, 2012).  

Teaching Styles 

Teacher preparedness/effectiveness related to their personal beliefs in teaching 

linguistically diverse students coupled with the understanding of the specific literacy 

needs of ELLs have emerged as two areas in need of research given the growing number 

of ELLs in today’s classrooms (Irujo, 2013; Pajares, 1992; Rizzuto, 2017). Amendum 

and Fitzgerald (2011) conducted a review of the reading instruction research over the last 

20 years and concluded that the most impactful and concerning tenet of teaching for 

educators was the level of interactions and language development opportunities afforded 

ELLs during reading instruction. In essence, as supported by the literature, the success of 

ELLs in building their literacy skills over the last 20 years has been moderated by the 

amount and types of interactions they have with their teacher during reading instruction.  

 Similarly, Abernathy-Dyer et al. (2013), in their study of the issues that affect 

teachers’ instructional practices, found the teacher has the primary responsibility for 

accelerating the literacy growth of elementary readers. A teacher’s efficacy beliefs, or 

their beliefs about what they can confidently carry out, are influenced by how they think, 

feel, behave, and are motivated (Bandura, 1993). Using an exploratory qualitative 
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ethnographic case study, Abernathy-Dyer et al. (2013) found teachers’ beliefs about their 

own teaching played a pivotal role in the literacy growth of their students. In fact, the 

belief that teaching was a passion and teachers inherently knew what was best for their 

students based on their pedagogical knowledge underscored the research in this study 

(Abernathy-Dyer et al., 2013). However, the researchers noted their study was limited by 

the small sample of teachers who participated yet they acknowledged that results 

provided new insight into the relationship between teacher beliefs about literacy 

instruction and their teaching that should be explored further in future research 

(Abernathy-Dyer et al., 2013).  

Pu (2010) conducted a study of the performance of former limited English 

proficient (LEP) and English as a second language (ESL) students who no longer had that 

designation in the classroom using participant observation as the method of data 

collection. Guided by Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, Pu set out to determine whether 

Chinese immigrant children experienced reading difficulties as a result of no longer being 

designated as LEP/ESL but still needing scaffolds traditionally used in such programs. 

Although not formally designated as struggling based on the results of standardized tests, 

the students were all struggling in the classroom setting, specifically with literacy 

development. In fact, Pu’s assertion that because the teachers involved in this study did 

not focus on language development in their teaching and assumed these ELLs would 

acquire the necessary vocabulary by just being in school highlighted the lack of 

preparedness the teachers had in their professional training.  

 Likewise, Babinski et al. (2018) conducted a randomized controlled trial focused 

on the professional development of teachers and how they could improve the literacy 
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skills of Latino students who were in an ESL program and who spoke Spanish as their 

first language. Their results showed only 29% of the classroom teachers involved had any 

level of professional development related to ELLs (Babinski et al., 2018). Guided by the 

work of Vygotsky, the researchers provided group-based professional development to the 

teachers that incorporated modeling, reflection, and critical thinking paradigms into their 

methods of teaching literacy components, specifically phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and 

text comprehension for these ELLs. However, the researchers found no differences in 

instructional quality among the teachers who were randomly assigned to the intervention 

group and received the group-based professional development and those in the control 

group who continued teaching as they had in the past. Thus, teacher preparedness is only 

one tenet of research that must be addressed. The literacy needs specific to ELLs must 

also be examined. 

Lucas et al. (2008) contended teachers need to understand that they must possess 

some level of second language learning to teach more mature elementary ELLs given that 

language is the main way students gain access to the curriculum and peer relationships. 

However, the authors pointed out that these same students also need the opportunity to 

use this newly acquired language bank with their peers in order to understand how it 

functions in real-world situations.  

Literacy Needs of English Language Learners 

 The literacy needs of ELLs present unique challenges for educators, as these 

students require instruction that targets and values the cultural literacy skills they already 

possess. In one study, Umansky et al. used the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-

Kindergarten Cohort of 2010-2011 (ECLS-K:2011), a nationally representative set of 
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data, to examine teacher perceptions of students and the impact of an ELL classification 

on those perceptions (Umansky & Dumont, 2019). The results showed teachers possessed 

lower academic perceptions of ELL designated students as compared with their non-ELL 

designated peers. Thus, the researchers concluded students designated as ELL in 

kindergarten and subsequently in first and second grades did have a negative effect on the 

perceptions teachers had regarding those students (Umansky & Dumont, 2019). 

Lesaux et al. (2010) conducted a study to determine the impact of fourth- and 

fifth-grade students’ first language on the oral language and word reading skills of their 

second language, specifically English. Historically, ELLs tend to struggle with 

developing reading comprehension in English compared to native English speakers. The 

research was conducted with 87 girls and boys in fourth and fifth grades who were 

enrolled in bilingual classes with the majority of instruction in English in their respective 

schools. Lesaux et al. concluded only weak correlations existed between Spanish-only 

and English-only instruction in oral language and word reading in predicting the level of 

skills demonstrated in English-only reading comprehension. Thus, the researchers 

maintained that more extensive research was needed to determine the impact of a lack of 

complex, academic vocabulary on ELLs who possessed limited knowledge and 

experience with academic language in their first language (Lesaux et al., 2010).  

 Carlo et al. (2004) studied bilingual and monolingual fifth graders from three 

states to determine whether or not improvements in vocabulary related to improvements 

in reading comprehension for ELLs. The authors hypothesized that using direct word 

instruction to increase English vocabulary, coupled with word learning strategies, would 

have some impact on the reading comprehension abilities of ELL students (Carlo et al., 
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2004). The authors found direct vocabulary instruction did improve reading 

comprehension outcomes for both the bilingual and monolingual students but cautioned 

that the study used cloze type assessments, which are assessments where students supply 

the carefully deleted word to complete the sentence, to gather data and may not yield the 

same results with other measures of reading comprehension. 

In addition, Cho et al. (2010) studied the motivation of ELLs to participate in 

literacy experiences within the classroom setting. The researchers used student focus 

groups in an effort to obtain firsthand feedback from students participating in the 

Directed Reading and Thinking Activities (DR-TA) intervention. ELL and non-ELL 

remedial readers were randomly assigned to equalize the composition of the groups. 

Results of the study demonstrated the DR-TA, collaborative approach yielded “strong 

emotional reactions to stories” even when texts were considered challenging to decode 

(Cho et al., 2010, p. 210). In fact, the DR-TA intervention not only increased students’ 

motivation to read, it also provided opportunities for these students to assist each other 

with comprehension and incorporate their native language when appropriate. However, 

one limitation of this study was that the population that participated in the student focus 

group was so small and focused solely on the DR-TA intervention, so the results lack 

generalizability. 

Translanguaging Pedagogy 

 Additionally, teachers need to understand that they, as well as their ELLs, 

communicate and use language differently throughout daily life. This translanguaging of 

literacy indicates emphasis be placed on what individuals actually do with language and 

how that causes them to interpret their social world (García, 2017). Although language 
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must be examined within the context of ELLs, so too must it be understood from the 

perspective of teachers. According to García, translanguaging pertains to using language 

in various ways within different contexts to communicate dynamically (García, 2017; 

Hornberger & Link, 2012). Teachers need to be aware that students, ELLs in particular, 

use language differently in different contexts to communicate effectively and, thus, 

develop literacy skills as a result of translanguaging.  

 Additionally, translanguaging requires that teachers are cognizant that students 

are not simply bilingual or can only excel when they adopt the literacy skills of English 

only instruction (España et al., 2019; Hornberger & Link, 2012). In fact, if teachers do 

not examine their own translanguaging within the context of literacy, they may plan 

literacy lessons that are only designed to repair the second language learning of ELLs 

rather than fostering an environment in which students experience literacy in any or all of 

the forms of communication they prefer (España et al., 2019; Razfar, 2005). Adults move 

in and out of various modes of communication to convey meaning mediated by the 

situation. ELLs exist simultaneously in school and home communities where the ability 

to invoke many modes of communication is a necessity. Translanguaging becomes an 

essential piece to the literacy instruction puzzle that cannot be ignored if educators want 

to plan the most appropriate and targeted instruction for their struggling readers. Thus, 

one must include translanguaging in examining teachers’ beliefs and perceptions about 

below grade-level readers because it challenges the notion that good literacy instruction 

for struggling students should only be delivered in English in order for them to 

experience academic success (García, 2017; García & Kleyn, 2016; Hornberger & Link, 

2012). 
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Summary 

Across the literature above, teacher preparedness and the specific skills needed by 

ELLs to be successful in reading have emerged as areas in need of further investigation 

as they relate to the literacy development of upper elementary students. In addition, the 

attitudes students hold about themselves as readers should be given careful consideration, 

particularly when remediating the weaknesses of ELL readers (McKenna & Kear, 1990). 

Studies have shown that the need to support ELLs, bilingual or monolingual, as well as 

ways to better prepare all teachers, not just ELL teachers, are areas of research that 

warrant additional investigation. In fact, Bandura (1993) asserted that the way an 

individual construes their own abilities affects their cognitive functioning and subsequent 

belief system. Thus, an educator who does not feel they are capable of designing lessons 

to target the unique literacy needs of ELLs may encounter difficulties in doing so. The 

review also revealed there is a gap in the literature that pertains to consistently defining 

the phrase teacher beliefs and how those beliefs influence the instruction they provide 

struggling and below grade-level readers in third and fourth grades. Therefore, this study 

was designed to extend the previous research on teachers’ beliefs of self-efficacy and 

further investigate the perceptions third- and fourth-grade teachers hold about students, 

ELL and non-ELL, whose English reading scores are below grade level and the manner 

in which these beliefs translate into the literacy instruction they provide for those 

students. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

 In this study, I chose to use a convergent mixed methods design to examine the 

beliefs third- and fourth-grade teachers hold about below grade-level readers and the 

manner in which those beliefs translate into classroom instruction for both ELL and non-

ELL students. As with the nature of mixed methods designs, I employed both quantitative 

and qualitative methods of data collection in an attempt to integrate the analyses of both 

data sets as a means to explain teachers’ beliefs and perceptions as they related to their 

corresponding instructional practices (Creswell, 2015; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This 

integration involved merging the results from the quantitative and the qualitative data to 

make comparisons, thus providing a more complete understanding of teachers’ beliefs 

and subsequent instructional practices than could be provided by either a quantitative or 

qualitative endeavor alone (Creswell, 2015; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2018). The following research questions guided this study: 

1. To what extent do teachers’ perceptions of the type of control they hold to 

enact change in their classrooms influence their instructional practices for 

literacy? 

2. What are teachers’ beliefs and perceptions on the literacy development of 

ELLs who struggle with English language learning?  

3. How do those beliefs and perceptions held by teachers translate into 

classroom literacy instruction for below grade-level students? 

Table 1 details each research question, the data types contained within each question, and 

the time allotted to gather each type of data.  
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Table 1 

Research Questions, Data Types, and Time Allotments  

Research question Data type # of each data type Time allotted for each 

Q1. To what extent 
do teachers’ 
perceptions of the 
type of control they 
hold to enact 
change in their 
classrooms 
influence their 
instructional 
practices for 
literacy? 

Teachers’ 
Sense of 

Efficacy Scale 
(TSES) 

1 survey 10–15 minutes 

Q2. What are 
teachers’ beliefs 
and perceptions on 
the literacy 
development of 
ELLs who struggle 
with English 
language learning? 

Interviews 
(individual or 
focus group) 

1–2 per voluntary 
participant 

20–30 minutes per 
session (max 1–2 

sessions) 

Q3. How do those 
beliefs and 
perceptions held by 
teachers translate 
into classroom 
literacy instruction 
for below-grade 
level students? 

Classroom 
observations 

Member 
checking 

1 observation per 
voluntary participant 

1 check in per 
voluntary participant 

10–20 minutes per 
observation (max 1 per 

participant) 
10–15 minutes per 
check in (1–2 times 

each) 

 
Data and Participants 

I collected data from third- and fourth-grade teachers across three public school 

districts in suburban northeastern New York State. The three elementary schools included 

in this study are located in three different neighboring towns and share similar 

demographics in terms of income and population and are part of an educational 
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consortium known as Quad Village. Beacon Hill School (pseudonym) is the only 

kindergarten through fifth grade elementary school in its district, consisting of a 

population of 765 students with multiple classes on each grade level with at least one of 

those classes designated as an ELL classroom and one class designated as an integrated 

co-teaching (ICT) classroom. It is situated in a suburban area 20 miles north of New York 

City and is an International Baccalaureate (IB) district containing 1,450+ students; 

however, the elementary school has yet to be phased into this program. Additionally, over 

98% of the faculty hold master’s degrees or higher and class sizes are kept to a seminar-

like model in terms of student–teacher ratios. Further, Beacon Hill School has a diverse 

culture and is geographically located within a small town. Ashford Avenue School 

(pseudonym), a kindergarten through fourth grade elementary school, also in a suburb 

north of New York City, borders the village in which Beacon Hill School exists. In fact, 

Beacon Hill School and Ashford Avenue School share volunteer fire departments and 

other emergency services. Ashford Avenue School is the only elementary school in its 

district of nearly 2,300 students. Additionally, Ashford Avenue School is an inclusive 

learning community and is designed with multiple classes on each grade level with at 

least one of those classes designated as an ELL class and at least one assigned as an ICT 

classroom. Parkway School (pseudonym) is also located in a northern suburb of New 

York City. It, along with Beacon Hill School, it part of a community known as the 

Rivertowns as both are situated along the Hudson River. Parkway School is also the sole 

elementary school in its district and is recognized as a National Blue Ribbon School. 

Parkway School is a learner-centered environment with a diverse population of about 625 

students with an average class size of around 21 students. Additionally, Parkway School 



29 

is a kindergarten through fourth grade elementary school with multiple classes on each 

grade level with at least one of those classes designated as an ELL class and at least one 

assigned as an ICT classroom.  

In order for this research to commence, I followed the necessary protocols to 

obtain meetings with all relevant and necessary administration responsible for granting 

access and permission to the schools identified for this study. In addition, I provided each 

school district with a copy of the draft proposal as a means to provide relevant 

background information in an effort to obtain permission to conduct this study in their 

districts. Further, I requested written permission from each district once verbal 

permission and access had been granted by the administration.  

I gathered the participants for this study from a purposeful and convenience 

sample of teachers in the three neighboring school districts with similar demographics 

and student populations based on the grade levels targeted for this study and the close 

physical proximity of the location of each school (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2018). Third- and fourth-grade teachers were the focus of this study. 

Although New York State typically reports the results of the fourth-grade ELA 

assessment publicly following its subsequent administration and grading, third-grade 

learning is reflected in that assessment and was thus an important aspect necessary for 

inclusion in this study.  

In an effort to minimize biases, two of the three school districts are those with 

which I have no professional or personal connection. However, the third school is within 

the district in which I am employed. To increase participation and avoid any unnecessary 
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bias or influence, participants were asked to volunteer for this study and do so in an 

anonymous fashion. Table 2 presents a description of the participants. 

Table 2 

Description of Participants 

Participant 
name 

Currently teaching (grade level 
and subject area) 

# of years 
teaching 

Gender 

Alyssa Third grade – all content areas 0–9 years Female 

KC Fourth grade – special 
education ELA 

0–9 years Female 

Teacher A Third grade – all content areas 20+ years Female 

Laura Third grade – all content areas 10–19 years Female 

Teacher B Third grade – all content areas 0–9 years Female 

Eileen Second, fourth, and fifth grade 
– ENL, English Language 

Learners 

10–19 years Female 

Roseann ENL, English Language 
Learners 

0–9 years Female 

Frank Fourth grade – math 20+ years Male 

Janet Fourth grade – ELA 10–19 years Female 

Lisa Fourth grade – all content 
areas 

0–9 years Female 

Teacher C Fourth grade – special 
education 

10–19 years Female 

Allison Fourth grade – ENL 10–19 years Female 

Michelle Third grade – all content areas 20+ years Female 

Teacher D Fourth grade – math 10–19 years Female 

Patti Fourth grade – ELA 20+ years Female 
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Measures 

The survey consisted of 21 questions with the first question pertaining to consent 

for the study. For Questions 2 through 19, which were taken from the Teachers’ Sense of 

Efficacy Scale (TSES), participants were asked to choose an answer based on a Likert-

type scale (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001). Questions 17 and 18 asked teachers to 

supply more information if they selected the “other” category as their answer. Teachers 

did so by typing in appropriate follow-up information for each question. The last question 

(i.e., Question 20) asked the teachers if they would be interested in participating in a 

subsequent interview. If a teacher indicated they would be interested in participating in an 

interview, the survey provided a space where an email address could be inserted as the 

main contact for that particular teacher. It was through the responses to Question 20 that I 

identified the participants for the subsequent qualitative interviews. 

I used the TSES to collect data from third- and fourth-grade teachers regarding 

their feelings related to teaching students who were reading below grade-level in those 

respective grades. The TSES has Cronbach’s alpha between .72 and .82 (Tschannen-

Moran & Hoy, 2001). I chose the TSES because the authors designed this instrument to 

measure outcomes associated with the beliefs teachers hold about their abilities to effect 

changes in their students’ learning with regard to personal competence and impact of 

resources or the constraints of teaching (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001). The TSES was 

based on Rotter’s Internal-External Locus of Control scale with revisions made to reflect 

the perceptions of teachers’ control in the classroom, specifically elementary teachers, 

and the Teacher Locus of Control (TLC) survey, which addressed teachers’ 
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interpretations of who was responsible for a student’s success or failure (Rose & 

Medway, 1981; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001). 

This instrument uses a Likert-type scale with five choices of none at all, very 

little, some disagree, quite a bit, and a great deal. Examples of items on the TSES consist 

of, “How much can you do to motivate students who show low interest in schoolwork,” 

“To what extent can you craft good questions for your students,” and “How well can you 

implement alternative teaching strategies in your classroom” (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 

2001). The TSES measures three domains more specifically: efficacy in student 

engagement, efficacy in instructional strategies, and efficacy in classroom management 

(Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001). 

Efficacy in student engagement is measured by the following items: “How much 

can you do to motivate students who show low interest in school?” (Question 2) and 

“How much can you do to get students to believe they can do well in school?” Efficacy in 

instructional strategies is measured with the following items: “To what extent can you 

craft good questions for your students?” (Question 5) and “How much can you use a 

variety of assessment strategies?” (Question 9). Efficacy in classroom management is 

measured by the following items: “How much can you do to calm a student who is 

disruptive or noisy?” (Question 7) and “How well can you establish a classroom 

management system with each group of students?” (Question 8; Tschannen-Moran & 

Hoy, 2001). 

Procedures 

In this section, I detail the procedures used to collect and gather relevant data 

from third- and fourth-grade teachers in an attempt to answer the three research 
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questions. I designed the study to take approximately 1 year from beginning to end. The 

first step I initiated upon conception of this study was to contact the administrators within 

each of the three districts of note to outline the crux of this research study. After making 

the appropriate and necessary contacts, I conducted a follow-up Google Meet with each 

administrator to obtain the relevant permission to include teachers from their districts in 

the study. In addition, other pertinent research study benchmarks included the submission 

of a research proposal to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of St. John’s University 

for approval, collection and analysis of participant data, and writing the corresponding 

narrative portions. 

Participant Selection 

As stated earlier, I contacted the respective principals and superintendents in each 

of the three school districts to briefly introduce myself and the purpose of my research 

study. Subsequent to that, I set up and participated in individual Google Meets with each 

of the superintendents to explain my research in more detail and ask permission to use 

each of their respective schools in my study while also discussing the benefits of doing so 

for their teaching staff. I provided each superintendent and principal a hard copy, as well 

as an email attachment, of my research proposal and the survey that would be used in this 

study. I gave the superintendents as much time as they needed to read through the 

corresponding documents and reply with their decisions. Each superintendent granted 

permission for me to conduct my research within their respective schools and, 

subsequently, I obtained the necessary paperwork required by the IRB, which I then 

included in my IRB application. 
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Data Collection–Surveys 

The survey began with an explanation of the purpose of the study and all relevant 

contact information for specific faculty of St. John’s University. Teachers completed the 

TSES in the fall of the current academic year (i.e., 2021–2022). The first question of the 

survey, conducted using the web-based Qualtrics format, asked potential participants to 

click that they consented to the study or they did not consent to the study. If anyone chose 

not to participate, the survey was ended immediately and nothing further was required of 

that person. If the teacher clicked on the box giving consent to participate in the study, 

then the teacher was immediately directed to click on “begin survey” that was displayed 

on the following page.  

I sent the initial survey emails to building administrators at each of the three 

schools the week of September 13, 2021. In an effort to maximize the number of 

participants within each respective school/district, I sent a follow-up or reminder email 

containing the survey link every 2 weeks through the week of November 22, 2021. For 

Beacon Hill School, once 13 of 15 possible participants responded to the survey, I ceased 

sending the reminder emails every 2 weeks. As previously stated, I continued to send 

survey reminder emails to Ashford Avenue School and Parkway School every 2 weeks 

through November. Once the week of November 22, 2021, arrived, I ceased the email 

reminders altogether because I deemed 3 months was a sufficient amount of time for 

teachers to participate. In addition, I did not want my survey to remain active indefinitely, 

possibly adding data to my study after the statistical analysis was completed based on the 

timeline for this research. Thus, the sample comprised 15 teachers (n = 15; 14 females, 1 

male). Because teachers were asked to volunteer to participate in this study, the sample 
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may not reflect an equal representation of all the teacher demographics that exist across 

and within each of the three school districts. Thus, I asked the teachers to supply 

additional information such as number of years teaching. The targeted response rate for 

completed surveys was 75%. 

Data Collection–Interviews 

I conducted the interview phase of this study concurrently with the same sample 

of third- and fourth-grade teachers who participated in the quantitative phase of this 

study, continuing the convenience sampling. I added a question to the bottom of the 

survey sent out to prospective participants asking if they would be willing to participate 

in a post-survey interview session. Thus, the sample for the interview sessions was one of 

convenience given that it comprised participants from the survey portion of the study 

who volunteered to participate in subsequent interviews. Of the 15 survey participants, 10 

teachers also took part in post-survey interviews.  

I used an interview protocol to maintain consistency among the sessions and 

within participants. In addition, I used the protocol to ensure I stayed consistent in my 

interactions with those taking part in the qualitative phase of the study. The following 

questions were addressed during the interview sessions and included in the interview 

protocol:  

1. What are your perceptions of third- and fourth-graders who are reading below 

grade level? 

2. What are your perceptions of ELL students struggling to read in third and 

fourth grades? 



36 

3. Guided by your beliefs about students struggling with reading in third and 

fourth grades, how do you approach your classroom instruction and activities 

for ELLs? 

Observations 

I conducted short observations in the classrooms of participants who consented 

post-interview. I scheduled observations as soon as was possible post-interview provided 

that the teacher’s schedule allowed it. I took field notes to detail the actions taken and 

verbiage used by teachers during in-class lessons. Additionally, I physically placed 

myself in classroom spaces that did not hinder the lessons being taught yet enabled me to 

be in full view of teacher and students. During the observations, I ascertained the lesson 

being taught as well as took notice of what students were saying and doing independently 

and with one another. Also, I noted phrases and words used by the teachers when 

interacting or specifically instructing both ELL and non-ELL students. I matched these 

field notes with the corresponding survey and interview responses of the teachers to 

corroborate or highlight any discord that existed between their answers and their actions 

in the classroom. Table 3 details each phase of this study. 
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Table 3 

Data Collection Phases and Stages (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2018) 

Phase Stage 

Questionnaire: Phase 1 1. Data collection (surveys) 
2. Data analysis  
3. Data results 

Interviews/Observations: Phase 2 1. Data collection (interviews) 
2. Data analysis  
3. Data results 
4. Data integration (observations) 

 
Data Analysis 

Analysis of Surveys 

 To answer and address the first research question, I screened all closed-question 

survey responses for missing values using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

(SPSS) software. The only value identified as missing was for Roseann, who did not 

identify the grade level she taught although she did complete all survey questions and 

other demographic information. The 15 surveys that were returned had complete 

responses recorded for each of the Likert-type response questions. 

When analyzing the quantitative data, I calculated descriptive statistics to 

summarize the findings of the measures used and the participant population to address 

Research Question 1 and to determine whether any patterns emerged from the surveys 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The descriptive statistics included calculating frequencies 

such as responses by gender or analyzing the number of participants who responded in 

the same manner as other participants regarding their perceptions of students who were 

reading below grade level in third and fourth grades. In addition, I calculated the means 
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to ascertain the average response to each of the survey items and to determine whether 

any outliers existed. I also analyzed the standard deviations based on the survey data to 

identify the amount of spread from the mean that existed within a given participant’s 

responses.  

Analysis of Interviews  

After I conducted the interviews, I reviewed the transcriptions and began the first 

round of coding. Coding the qualitative data enabled me to look for any repeated 

responses indicative of patterns or themes within the participants’ responses (Saldaña, 

2021; Seidman, 2019). I conducted a second round of coding to look for similar or 

repetitive codes that were established in the first round of coding. In addition, I combined 

similar codes where appropriate and more closely examined others to understand the role 

they played in the overall interpretation of the transcriptions (Saldaña, 2021; Seidman, 

2019).  

To address Research Question 2, I used NVivo, which is a computer-assisted 

qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) package, to track and maintain the 

participants’ responses as well as to categorize and manage the codes, memos, and notes 

that emerged from this phase of the study (Saldaña, 2021; Seidman, 2019). I recorded the 

interviews using the Otter application (app) for iPhone because it is an application that 

transcribes speech to text in real time as the interview is happening. I used the Otter app 

to record the pre-interview logistics, verbal consent for the interviews, as well as the 

interviews. At the close of each interview, I listened numerous times to the recordings 

while viewing the transcripts to ascertain the accuracy of each interview. If adjustments 

or corrections needed to be made so the transcript matched exactly what the interviewee 
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said, then I did so in the Otter app. After reviewing and adjusting the transcripts, I 

exported them to NVivo for the first phase of coding. Initially, I used NVivo as a 

repository for transcripts and reflective journal notes because of the ease of use that 

accompanies using a CAQDAS (Seidman, 2019).  

I began the coding of the transcripts by performing multiple readings of the first 

two interviews with Eileen and Janet to highlight any words, phrases, or sentences that 

pertained to their own feelings toward students, anything professional development 

related, or responses that specifically reflected their views of below grade-level students. 

The aforementioned areas of focus were not specific designations through which I filtered 

each interview but rather some commonalities that surfaced from the beginning phase of 

coding the interviews for Eileen and Janet. However, as I continued the initial coding 

phase with Frank’s interview, I decided to stop using NVivo and switched to the more 

traditional method of coding on paper by hand. I did so in an effort to minimize the 

opportunities to fit other transcripts’ codes into already existing initial codes at the 

expense of missing vital and key text details (Seidman, 2019). Thus, I revisited the 

previous interviews with Eileen, Janet, and Frank to identify any other phrases or 

sentiments that may have been overlooked on a computer screen by a novice NVivo user 

(Seidman, 2019). Again, as I read and reread each individual transcript, I underlined 

phrases or sentences that stood out because they revealed personal feelings, related to 

what was being done in the classroom, or pertained to students and their academic 

performance. These were not designated codes or themes at this point, just a way to parse 

out information that directly related to teaching and students. I carried out this process 

with each of the 10 interview transcripts so I could interact and respond with the 



40 

sentiments of the interviewees based on the manner in which the words were spoken 

(Seidman, 2019). Returning to the underlined portions of the transcripts, I then 

highlighted specific words, such as ostracized, motivation, personal, stigma, challenges, 

and family, among others, that served as qualifiers for a particular portion of the text or 

appeared multiple times within a given interview. Another area of focus during this stage 

was anything a teacher shared related to a change in their professional or personal life 

that related to teaching denoted as “change” or “changed.”  

Upon further read-throughs of the underlined and highlighted text, I then began to 

annotate each transcript either in the margins or on sticky notes. This served as a means 

to consciously interact with the participants’ spoken words and explore the meaning or 

gist of what was stated by individual teachers while still respecting their sentiments 

(Seidman, 2019). Upon closer reading, three clusters that emerged were then branded 

“students,” “personal views,” and “lessons/curriculum,” although these were not themes 

or codes per se but smaller units more conducive to coding and diving deeper into theme 

exploration (Seidman, 2019). Within each cluster, I then physically grouped the sticky 

notes that shared the same verbiage or content. Upon further examination of the 

transcripts, coupled with the three clusters of notes already created, specific 

characteristics, or themes, began to emerge from each of the three clusters (Saldaña, 

2021; Seidman, 2019). The three super-ordinate themes identified were command of 

learning, transformations, and liberties.  

The three themes, command of learning, transformations, and liberties, each also 

contained one or more subthemes. The command of learning theme was characterized by 

constructs teachers felt students possessed based on outside forces that deeply affected 
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their school performance yet could not be mitigated by school attendance. For example, 

students who possessed “interrupted education” or weak communication issues in English 

as a result of being an ELL student fell into this category. Thus, a subtheme, student 

driven learning, was established within the command of learning theme. Additionally, in 

that theme, another subtheme, teacher-driven learning, was established to characterize 

statements referring to “creating a safe environment” or “give kids what they need.”  

Analysis of Observations 

As an added aspect of this study and to establish trustworthiness and maintain 

reliability and validity regarding the responses of participants, I conducted a small 

number of observations within the classrooms of teachers who volunteered as a way to 

triangulate the findings of this study. I compared the findings from these observations to 

the surveys and interview responses to highlight any discord that may have existed 

between what the participants stated and what their classroom practices demonstrated or 

to reinforce their previous responses.  

Trustworthiness 

I engaged in triangulation as a means to corroborate the results of both the 

quantitative and qualitative data and establish trustworthiness of the study (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Further, I maintained a reflective journal 

to serve as a space to process any personal thoughts, feelings, or reactions to each of the 

data gathering phases so the focus remained on the teachers’ perceptions of struggling 

third- and fourth-grade readers.  
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Credibility 

To provide credibility to my study, I used triangulation to examine teachers’ 

perceptions and beliefs from different perspectives (i.e., surveys, interviews, and 

observations; Precision Consulting, 2020). Thus, the data collection of this study included 

the results of a survey (the TSES), a follow-up interview, and a corresponding classroom 

interview. Additionally, I engaged in member checking with interview participants to 

verify the data and subsequent analysis I conducted (Seidman, 2019; Precision 

Consulting, 2020). Thus, ensuring I had transcribed the interviews in a manner that 

accurately reflected the participants’ responses and that subsequent interpretations of the 

interviews were true to the experiences and viewpoints of all involved (Precision 

Consulting, 2020). 

Transferability 

 To promote transferability, I provided a detailed description of participants’ 

relevant demographic information with regard to gender, number of years teaching, grade 

level taught, and content area taught. I used quotations from the teacher interviews to 

illustrate and highlight the individual thinking of each teacher as a means to provide a 

more in-depth picture of the educators. Additionally, I provided thick descriptions of each 

school and district involved (Precision Consulting, 2020). However, transferability is 

limited by the relatively small size of the population in this study and the specific 

demographics of each school district involved. 

Dependability 

 The dependability of this study was reliant on the notion that the procedures I 

used to gather data at each phase of this study can be replicated and repeated by another 
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researcher (Guba & Lincoln, 1982; Precision Consulting, 2020). To promote 

dependability within my study, I generated an interview protocol to ensure each 

participant was subjected to the same line of questioning from the first interview to the 

last. In addition, I used an outline to guide my observations and took field notes so I 

remained focused on teacher–student interactions, the use of scaffolds, and verbal 

exchanges within the classroom.  

Confirmability 

 To promote confirmability, I maintained a reflective journal to record any 

personal reactions or comments that arose from conducting interviews and classroom 

observations. This step was created so my personal feelings and reactions would not exert 

influence over the data gathering phases (Guba & Lincoln, 1982; Precision Consulting, 

2020). Additionally, I used my reflective journal to examine my reactions and feelings to 

ensure any biases I may have had with regard to subject manner or pedagogy were kept at 

bay and thus, out of the data collection. After each interaction with a study participant, 

albeit post interview or post observation, I returned immediately to my reflective journal 

and recorded any thoughts or reactions I had to the feelings or views shared by teachers. 

Further, I returned to my journal to record any reactions or thoughts I had in response to 

the exchanges between teachers and students that I observed in the classroom settings.  

Summary 

 I designed the study to address the hypothesis that upper elementary teachers who 

feel more effective will have ELLs with increased literacy practices. The current 

literature shows teachers fall short in their efforts to educate ELLs in ELA, especially 

older ELL students who lack the basic foundational literacy skills they need to be 
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successful in an academic setting (Babinski et al., 2018; Lucas et al., 2008). Although 

much literature exists acknowledging the poor performance of ELLs in ELA and their 

ever-growing presence in today’s classrooms, more research needs to be conducted to 

understand the self-efficacy beliefs of teachers and their relationship to student learning.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

 The theoretical framework that grounded this research was rooted in the 

sociocultural theory of Vygotsky (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996; Mahn, 1999); however, I 

employed a conceptual framework to represent the sociocultural theory situated in the 

reality of teachers and their perceptions of below grade-level readers (Unrau & 

Alvermann, 2013). Again, the following research questions guided this study: 

1. To what extent do teachers’ perceptions of the type of control they hold to 

enact change in their classrooms influence their instructional practices for 

literacy? 

2. What are teachers’ beliefs and perceptions on the literacy development of 

ELLs who struggle with English language learning?  

3. How do those beliefs and perceptions held by teachers translate into 

classroom literacy instruction for below grade level students? 

 The results of this study came from three distinctive sources: a quantitative 

survey, qualitative interviews, and classroom observations. In order to dive deeper into 

the results and understand each teacher’s respective approach to classroom instruction, I 

used a funnel approach to analyze the data extracted from each phase of the study. As 

previously stated, I sent emails to all third- and fourth-grade teachers in each of the three 

participating schools. Eileen, Janet, Frank, Allison, KC, Alyssa, Lisa, Patti, Roseann, and 

Laura all indicated they would participate in follow-up interviews and provided an email 

contact for that purpose. At the close of each interview, I asked each teacher to reflect on 

whether or not they would be amenable to me observing them in their respective 

classrooms.  
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Of the 10 teachers I interviewed, six invited me to observe their lessons at the 

close of the interviews. I conducted observations in the classrooms belonging to Janet, 

Laura, Eileen, Alyssa, KC, and Frank, thus narrowing, or funneling, the interview pool 

down further. I culled together six full data sets consisting of a survey, an interview, and 

a classroom observation for each of the following study participants: Janet, Laura, Eileen, 

Alyssa, KC, and Frank. The focus of the subsequent data analysis through the lens of a 

case study approach was on Janet, Laura, Eileen, Alyssa, KC, and Frank as a means to 

ascertain how prepared each felt to plan and implement classroom literacy instruction and 

activities for struggling third- and fourth-grade readers. I engaged in a more robust 

analysis through the use of in-depth cases conceived of a survey, an interview, and a 

classroom observation for each of the six aforementioned participants (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2018). 

Participants 

I sent the Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale (TSES) via email to three 

neighboring school districts that are similar to each other demographically and 

geographically. Table 4 summarizes the number of participants in the study who did and 

did not complete the online survey (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Table 4 

Sample 

School  Number of surveys 
sent via email 

Number of surveys 
completed 

Percentage of 
respondents 

Beacon Hill  15 13 87% 

Ashford Ave. 15 2 10% 

Parkway 10 0 0% 
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The total number of participants invited to complete the survey in Beacon Hill School 

was 15, yielding 13 completed surveys (87% of teachers). As noted in Table 4, only two 

of the 15 teachers (10%) in Ashford Avenue School completed the survey and no 

teachers from Parkway School (0%) completed the survey. Although I exhausted all 

possible avenues of reminder emails for all three schools contained within this study, 

Parkway School still had no teachers who chose to participate.  

Using SPSS (version 28), I analyzed the survey data to obtain a descriptive 

analysis of participants’ responses and explain the characteristics of the sample (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018; Urdan, 2017). In total, 15 teachers participated in the survey with only 

one of the participants identifying as male and the other 14 identifying as female. The 

survey phase also served as way to identify the participants who volunteered to take part 

in a post-survey in-depth one-on-one interview. Thus, the completion of the quantitative 

phase initiated the commencement of the qualitative phase. 

 I conducted the data collection and subsequent analysis in two phases with the 

majority of both being carried out simultaneously after the initial surveys were completed 

and teachers identified as willing to engage in post-survey interviews. Phase 1 was the 

quantitative phase, and consisted of survey data collection, survey data analysis, and 

subsequent survey data results (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Phase 2 was the 

qualitative phase, and consisted of post-survey interviews, interview data analysis to 

identify themes, and interview data results. In addition, Phase 2 also consisted of 

observing six of the 10 interview participants in their classrooms, encompassing the 

integration of the survey and interview data analysis results (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; 

Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). 
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Phase 1: Quantitative Survey 

The survey consisted of 21 questions with the first question pertaining to consent 

for the study. Questions 2 through 19 of the TSES asked participants to choose an answer 

based on a Likert-type scale (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001). In addition, Questions 17 

and 18 asked teachers to supply more information if they selected the “other” category as 

their answer. Teachers did so by typing in appropriate follow-up information for each of 

the respective questions. Further, the last question (i.e., Question 20), asked teachers if 

they would be interested in participating in a subsequent interview. If a teacher indicated 

they would be interested in participating in an interview, the survey provided a space 

where they could insert an email address to be used as the main contact method. It was 

through the responses to Question 20 that I identified participants for the subsequent 

qualitative interviews.  

The majority of the data analysis for this survey centered around the number of 

years of experience each teacher reported in relation to the answers they supplied for a 

number of questions relating to how they presented in the physical classroom during 

lessons (i.e., for students showing a low interest in school, helping students value 

learning, and assisting families in helping their children do well in school). Table 5 

provides demographic information for the participants in this study with regard to gender, 

years teaching, content and grade level taught, and the number of teachers for each 

designation. 
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Table 5 

Demographic Information – All Survey Participants 

Demographic variable n % 

Years teaching (N = 15)   

0–9 5 33% 

10–19 6 40% 

20+ 4 27% 

Gender (N = 15)   

Male 1 7% 

Female 14 93% 

Grade (N = 14)   

Grade 3 5 33% 

Grade 4 8 53% 

Grade 5 1 7% 

Content (N = 15)   

ELA 3 20% 

Math 2 13% 

ELA/Math 7 47% 

Other 3 20% 

 
Results: Descriptive Statistics 

 Table 6 displays the descriptive statistics for the TSES with regard to grade level, 

content area, gender, and number of years teaching. The descriptive statistics revealed the 

sample comprised teachers who were predominately female (n = 14; 93%). Eight 

participants (53%) were fourth-grade teachers, five (33%) were third-grade teachers, one 

(6.7%) selected other, and one (6.7%) was missing or failing to report a grade level. 
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Three participants (20%) taught ELA, two (13.3%) taught math, seven (46.7%) taught all 

content areas, and three (20%) taught other disciplines. The participants also supplied the 

number of years of teaching experience they possessed, yielding the following results: 

five (33.3%) with 0–9 years of teaching experience, six (40%) with 10–19 years of 

teaching experience, and four (26.7%) possessing 20+ years of teaching experience.  

Table 6 

Descriptive Statistics for TSES 

Area   N % Valid % Cumulative 
% 

Grade 
level 

Valid 3rd 5 33.3 35.7 35.7 

  4th 8 53.3 57.1 92.9 

  Other 1 6.7 7.1 100.0 

  Total 14 93.3 100.0  

 Missing System 1 6.7   

 Total  15 100   

Content 
area 

Valid ELA 3 20.0 20.0 20.0 

  Math 2 13.3 13.3 33.3 

  All 
content 
areas 

7 46.7 46.7 80.0 

  Other 3 20.0 20.0 100.0 

 Total  15 100.0 100.0  

Gender Valid Male 1 6.7 6.7 6.7 

  Female 14 93.3 93.3 100.0 

 Total  15 100.0 100.0  
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Area   N % Valid % Cumulative 
% 

Years 
teaching 

Valid 0–9 5 33.3 33.3 33.3 

  10–19 6 40.0 40.0 73.3 

  20+ 4 26.7 26.7 100.0 

 Total  15 100.0 100.0  

 
Analysis of Quantitative Survey Results 

Question 1 was: To what extent do teachers’ perceptions of the type of control 

they hold to enact change in their classrooms influence their instructional practices? 

All 15 participants were included in the analysis; thus, there were complete data 

sets for all variables measured by the survey. The TSES has good internal consistency, 

with a Cronbach’s alpha reported between .72 and .82 (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001). 

In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .884, which was an indication of 

a high degree of internal consistency among the survey scale items or that all items were 

acceptably reliable in measuring teachers’ perceptions (Urdan, 2017; Yockey, 2017). I 

calculated the means to obtain the average distribution of scores for each item on the 

survey as well as the average score distribution for the entire survey (Urdan, 2017). I 

tallied each response with regard to an individual question and divided by the total 

number of responses for that question to obtain the item means. The means for the 

individual items ranged from 1.40 to 1.73, meaning that although participants could have 

responded from 1 to 5 on each question, the average response for each ranged between 1 

and 2, or more specifically 1.40 to 1.73. In other words, for each item, participants felt 

confident, or that they could do a great deal, to control the direction of the actions within 

their classrooms. The mean for the total scale was 19.33, indicating this was the average 
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total of the responses given by each participant. Additionally, the standard deviation, (SD 

= 5.14) indicated each participant’s total responses were close to the mean of the entire 

data set. In other words, there was not much variance between each participant’s score 

and the mean of the total scale. Thus, the responses given by the participants on the 

survey indicated each teacher answered with a fairly high degree of honesty when 

expressing their perceptions of below grade-level third- and fourth-grade readers 

(Yockey, 2017). Therefore, the results of the TSES indicated the teachers believed they 

could do a great deal to enact changes within their classrooms that would influence their 

instructional practices for literacy. 

Phase 2: Qualitative Interviews 

 The interview questions were open-ended to enable teachers to share their 

perceptions of third- and fourth-grade below grade-level readers, both ELL and non-ELL 

students. I analyzed the interviews within the context of the second research question: 

What are teachers’ beliefs and perceptions of ELLs who struggle with English language 

learning? 

 To answer the second research question, I analyzed the interview transcripts and 

used open coding to identify common responses, phrases, or themes within the 

participants’ responses (Saldaña, 2021). I conducted descriptive coding to ascertain 

common words or phrases to obtain topic codes that amassed the following six codes: 

within students, teacher choice, personal views, professional reflections, classroom 

actions, and curriculum choices (Saldaña, 2021). As a means to condense these six 

descriptive codes into more concise representations of participants’ interviews, I 

collapsed repetitive phrases and sentiments and was left with a yield of three overarching 
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themes. The final themes were command of learning, transformations, and liberties. 

Table 7 specifies the number times or instances a given theme or subtheme appeared in 

the transcripts as well as the number of participant interviews in which it appeared.  

Two Level 1 codes were eliminated and not included in this analysis (i.e., summer 

slide and technology learning) for two reasons. First, the codes were excluded based on 

the extremely limited instances in which they occurred across the interviews (Saldaña, 

2021). Patti was the only participant who referenced summer slide, stating, “My thoughts 

on kids reading below grade level at the beginning of the year, you know, like a summer 

slide, not having read, reading consistently.” I eliminated this code due to the fact that 

teachers do not have a direct impact on summer reading as it occurs during the summer 

when no school attendance is required. I excluded technology learning as a code from the 

analysis for similar reasons in that it only appeared in Roseann’s interview. Roseann 

shared, “Last year we had a couple of families that ran into problems, like the devices 

were being slowed down because of the internet connections” students had at home 

during remote learning. In addition to this code only appearing once, it was discounted 

because it occurred last year during remote learning, not this school year, and internet 

connectivity is out of the realm of control of classroom teachers and Roseann’s school 

district. 
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Table 7 

Level 1 Coding (Instances/Occurrences and Number of Participants Cited) 

Theme  Total instances # of participants cited 

Command of learning 59 9/10 

Subtheme: Student-driven 
learning 

40  

Subtheme: Teacher-driven 
learning 

17  

Transformations 77 10/10 

Subtheme: Professional 
transformations 

43  

Subtheme: Personal 
transformations 

33  

Liberties 68 10/10 

Subtheme: Classroom choices 47  

Subtheme: Curriculum choices 21  

 
Theme 1: Command of Learning 

I used the output in Table 7, based on the Level 1 coding conducted, as the basis 

for what constituted a theme or subtheme in this study. For instance, the first theme, 

command of learning, was referenced in nine out of the 10 interviews and verbiage 

associated with this theme appeared a total of 59 times. I operationalized command of 

learning to indicate that the more teachers felt they could control factors that may have 

caused literacy weaknesses in their students, the greater their sense of self-efficacy 

(Bandura, 1993). Janet spoke of fourth graders being “challenging because in fourth 

grade kids become aware of their ability or their inability to read.” Allison detailed the 

issues struggling students encounter by stating, “I think the content is way too hard for 
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them. When they are reading below grade level of vocabulary content or just like the 

vocabulary within itself, they struggle and can’t access the vocabulary.” KC made a 

similar statement, sharing that “students [are] not accessing the curriculum because they 

can’t read it is a barrier to participation for kids having a harder time with 

comprehension.”  

Within the theme of command of learning, factors students possess irrespective of 

school and those teachers feel they cannot change was a commonality that was woven 

into many of the interviews and, as such, emerged as a subtheme. The first subtheme of 

student-driven learning was generated to provide more specificity to the theme of 

command of learning and appeared 40 times across nine of the 10 interviews. For this 

study, I operationalized student-driven learning as any force or influence that exerts 

control or dominance over a student’s persona or schema that is the lens through which 

that student then experiences academic environments (e.g., second language challenges, 

parent support concerns, or lack of student motivation). It also demonstrates that teachers 

in this study did believe students, namely ELL students, possess specific and individual 

constructs that are out of the realm of teacher remediation that hinder their academic 

growth.  

Subtheme: Student-Driven Learning. Student-driven learning was a construct 

teachers referenced in relation to student characteristics that make them more or less 

available for learning. Thus, credence should be given to students’ attitudes about 

themselves as readers, particularly those experienced by ELL readers, that may bolster 

teachers’ beliefs that students possess characteristics that affect their ability to learn that 

hinder educators’ efforts to remediate weak literacy skills (McKenna & Kear, 1990). In 
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fact, from the interviews, a dichotomy arose with regard to two consistent forces that 

seemed to exert influence over students’ schema, making learning difficult. The first 

pertained to the language difficulty ELL students may experience as second language 

learners and the second related to a lack of parental support or motivation on the part of 

the student that hinders the drive to learn. Together, these accounted for the explanations 

teachers gave as reasons third- and fourth-grade students are hindered in their ability to 

learn, albeit either from a lack of English language experiences or an internal lack of 

motivation. A student’s drive to learn can have a significant impact on their overall 

academic performance based on the statements shared by the interviewees and thus is 

essential when examining the theme of command of learning.  

The first construct of language issues experienced by ELL students within the 

student-driven learning subtheme was supported by Roseann, who shared that “ENL 

students are disconnected and missed a lot of school . . . like interrupted education, 

culture shock because there isn’t someone who speaks English at home so it’s hard for 

the parent to be a liaison.” Allison also noted the parent factor, stating,  

The lack of motivation, I hate to say it, but sometimes I feel like it all comes from, 

stems from the house at home, the kind of motivation. When they go home, they 

have different responsibilities. So, I feel like that is a big impact. 

Eileen shared the following explanation for why ELLs may struggle in school: “The 

language spoken at home can make it really difficult to communicate when they have to 

pause and stop and really think about, get the English word that makes it really difficult.” 

The interviewees indicated they perceived students who were struggling with English as a 
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second language and subsequent literacy issues as lacking internal motivation to learn 

and interacted with them in the classroom based on this view. 

However, Laura spoke in terms of motivation being confounded by less practice 

and experience with literature more specifically, stating, “reluctant readers in general are 

probably not going to have, don’t have a strong reading stamina” and “when F. struggles 

through it, he’s not motivated.” Roseann stated “boys just don’t like to read and that 

they’re not reading books about them.” The concept of motivation, particularly related to 

boys, was echoed by more than one participant. In addition to Roseann, this concept was 

referenced by Patti and Allison, who shared, “fourth-grade boys tend to be very resistant 

so motivating them is so hard because they feel uncomfortable in a small group” and “I 

have a lot of fourth-grade boys––they just typically lack motivation, and they can’t access 

the vocabulary they really struggle,” respectively. Thus, a lack of resources and literature 

that is reflective of fourth-grade boys, struggling readers or not, seemed to influence the 

perceptions participant teachers had of their students.  

Subtheme: Teacher-Driven Learning. Conversely, and still within the theme of 

command of learning, teachers also shared factors they felt weighed heavily on whether 

or not students actively engaged with their own learning that they felt were mediated by 

their classroom presence. Empowerment, engagement, and choice were constructs 

mentioned by the following participants: Eileen, Patti, Laura, KC, and Frank. Therefore, 

a second subtheme, teacher-driven learning, was created to provide another layer of 

specificity to the command of learning theme and appeared 17 times across nine of the 10 

interviews. According to Frank, “They [students] need to be willing to take risks, take a 

chance in the moment.” KC shed light on the need to take command of the learning 
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environment, sharing, “I start by giving them a choice because they don’t want to look 

different.” Eileen conveyed that,  

choice is huge, it gives them ownership and when you ask them what’s your 

choice and they make a choice it’s empowering . . . it’s just a simple thing but it’s 

so powerful, it’s simple really . . . giving them agency, you know, this this 

empowers them, and it makes them feel like this is a good thing. 

Giving students ownership or choice was a recurring idea and the teachers seemed to 

imply they felt the most in control while also exacting the most influence over a student’s 

academic success. Patti stated the following about how she structured the learning 

activities in her classroom: 

They like having control, they can have like a menu board they could pick things 

they could do. I feel that motivates them, or let them pick an activity, give them a 

little choice, more ownership, it’s important giving them choice. 

Laura felt “it’s my job to get reluctant readers to love reading” and said she provided 

opportunities to learn to love reading when “they haven’t hit that moment yet, where they 

love it.” To illustrate her point, Laura discussed choice in the context of the manner in 

which she structured her classroom library: 

It’s visually appealing, it’s well organized and they know exactly where to find 

things so they can go to an area and choose a book they want and that attention to 

detail is powerful and it shows books are valuable and meaningful, the emotional 

piece of it. 

It was critical to include the second subtheme of teacher-driven learning to strengthen the 

construct of command of learning based on the dichotomy that emerged from the 
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responses shared by teachers about the perceptions they held about struggling ELL 

students. 

Theme 2: Transformations 

The second theme, transformations, appeared 77 times across all 10 interviews 

(see Table 7). As defined by Merriam-Webster, transformation is a complete or major 

change in a person’s overall being (Merriam-Webster, n.d.-b). Transformations was 

elevated to a theme due, in part, because all 10 participants made numerous references to 

the ways in which they changed personally or professionally as a result of working with 

struggling ELL and non-ELL students. For example, Laura stated she was “more aware 

of the challenges students face” and said that as the teacher, “it is my job to supply what 

they need.” Additionally, Eileen stated her “teaching is evolutionary letting the thing 

evolve and happen in the moment.” She continued to detail her professional 

transformation, stating, 

teaching is my second career and school has nothing to do with the reality of the 

classroom and it’s become so much clearer to me as I’ve moved along from 

getting the material across in a rudimentary way to becoming more of a seasoned 

teacher. 

Frank characterized his professional journey in a similar manner as Eileen, stating, “We 

keep evolving and our use of technology has increased and so we’ve evolved there.” 

Therefore, the subtheme of professional transformations was created to reflect the 

modifications teachers had made in their careers as a result of the students in their 

classrooms. Effects of COVID-19 on learning was excluded from the analysis based on 

the extremely limited instances in which it occurred across the interviews (Saldaña, 
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2021). In fact, Laura was the only participant among the six to even mention COVID-19 

in any capacity. In addition to this code only appearing once, it was discounted because 

all students, without regard to grade level or learning ability, were subjected to the 

repercussions of remote learning as a result of the pandemic.  

Subtheme: Professional Transformations. The subtheme of professional 

transformations was supported by the multiple references the participants made to the 

evolution of their professional careers, as it appeared in 43 instances across the 10 

interviews conducted. For example, Patti and Janet both spoke in terms of finding a 

balance as a teacher between what was being asked of them to teach as per the curriculum 

and the needs of fourth-grade students struggling with decoding skills. Janet stated, 

I tend to do a lot of reading aloud with the book in class, most of my readers are 

below the Lexile level of the book because to hear literature out loud is such, 

listening is such an important skill then I feel more comfortable with assigning 

homework. It’s kind of like a fine balance, you know, between making it happen 

and not.  

Patti expressed the following as the rationale for why she had changed professionally: 

“It’s a balance, really because you want them to hear it but, then again, you know if they 

can’t access the material . . . you have to find a book on their level teach the same skills.” 

This concept that teachers change professionally when it comes to resources and the 

presentation of material to struggling students resonated among these third- and fourth-

grade teachers. Patti and Janet, along with Roseann, all spoke about the manner in which 

they modified the content they taught to account for students who could not access grade-
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level content or struggled with decoding fourth-grade material. For example, Roseann, 

speaking in terms of ELL students, stated, 

If they don’t have the background knowledge, I’ll help build it for them. I tried to 

kind of see where they are with that. And if they don’t have a way to connect to it, 

then it’s up to me to bridge that. 

Laura and Eileen, a third-grade ELA teacher and a third-grade ENL teacher, 

respectively, shared similar thinking as the fourth-grade teacher participants. Laura 

detailed how she reorganized her entire classroom library in such a way that struggling 

students could access books more easily, thereby eliminating the negative feelings 

students can experience when choosing books from bins with labels related to colors or 

levels:  

My library is amazing. My focus is the children that are below where they’re 

supposed to be right now . . . when I taught first grade, it’s like you can go to the 

yellow, you can go to the green. And we discussed how that can be, you know, 

make children feel uncomfortable. Now everything that I, my entire library is by 

genre, author, or like I have spooky stories, like, a superhero boy main character. 

A similar sentiment was shared by Roseann when discussing her conscious choice to 

deviate from the typical grade-level literature: “I’m trying to find books that can 

represent them a little bit more . . . how can I find myself in this character.” Eileen shared 

that teaching was her second career and was nothing like she had learned in school. She 

continued,  

I’ve learned the most from my peers because I’m always carrying around my 

clipboard. I was like that’s an interesting approach to behavior management, 
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that’s an interesting approach to whatever. It’s been just a process of learning 

from everybody which is a great way, a quiet way. You sort of gotten the best 

practices of everybody, like teaching on the job and learning on the job. I’m on 

top of my game in terms of understanding, what gets me right, and it wasn’t the 

case 10 years ago, right, I had the ambition to do that. And now I feel like I have 

that realization, which is a great feeling. 

Additionally, the notion of evolving and changing professionally underscored many of 

the interviews when participants discussed the teachers they were presently. Allison said 

she “continuously tries to reinvent” herself in terms of “what can I do to motivate them 

always trying to figure out things that interest them.” These professional transformations 

pertained to the way they presented lesson materials or resources to their students as well 

as the manner in which they collected data.  

Professional transformations in terms of data collection were also prevalent 

among the participants. Patti, who co-taught with KC, discussed how they would  

modify projects for students so like for some of those kids who were kind of low 

can do a basic note catcher rather than doing a written project or even a Google 

slide, like a baseball card. The end game is the same, but it feels more fun. But I 

was able to assess . . . did they really understand because it wasn’t such a bulky 

thing. 

Further, she stated,  

she [KC] will not assign a reading like at home, so we’ll read it together and 

discuss it because at least I know they’re listening. You know we did 
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Screencastify during COVID and it’s something we are doing again. It’s time-

consuming to Screencastify every chapter but we could think about it. 

Thus, the end products or student output had changed but the element of assessment 

remained. In fact, Laura detailed how the type and manner in which she collected data 

had changed as a result of her professional transformation: 

I definitely used to take much more appropriate data than I do now. I don’t, it’s 

not nice. Like it doesn’t look organized on a page. I would have guided reading 

binders versus what they are now, it’s like a Post-it. I feel like I’m just more a 

place where I think that I’ve become, I don’t think about it as much I don’t have 

to plan as much because it’s all, I’ve done it all before . . . there’s less data-driven 

tasks, but this serves me to have it in like short, nice fashion, I don’t collect data 

the way I used to. 

Professional transformations co-existed with the personal transformations experienced by 

the participants. Therefore, personal transformations became the second subtheme within 

the theme of transformations. 

Subtheme: Personal Transformations. The second subtheme of personal 

transformations was shared across the 10 participants and was referenced in 33 instances. 

A common thread woven among the personal transformations subtheme was related to 

emotions or emotional responses. Alyssa shared that she referred to her students as 

my audience that I think about beforehand so I can help those who need it and 

challenge the ones at the higher end. I think about what students I have and what 

it connects to. That allows them to connect and understand the material more. 
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Laura, in her interview, shared a sentiment akin what Alyssa shared in her own interview, 

regarding this conception of connecting to her students, further highlighting how a 

personal transformation can transform one’s teaching. Laura began the conversation by 

stating, 

When I think of third-grade readers I think of my own son and how he struggled 

and was not on third-grade benchmark. So, because of that I had to, I’ve 

developed a library that has incredible chapter looking books . . . I think it’s 

important for students who aren’t reading on grade level to still feel like they’re 

reading a book that’s similar to their peers. 

In an effort to help her son, Laura researched chapter books that were more appropriate 

for struggling third-grade students and found the Branches book series. Thus, Laura’s 

personal transformation carried over into her teaching when students reminiscent of her 

son entered her classroom. In fact, Laura was sure to point out that her emotions entered 

into her classroom daily. She explained, 

I’ve talked about having that moment with a book so when I am doing a read 

aloud, I typically read a book where I’m going to cry, and I cry in front of the kids 

and I want them to see that emotion of me feeling something from a character’s 

experiences. We talk about the power of what a book can do. And how it can 

make you feel something so strongly that you feel it that deeply that you can cry 

or laugh, feel so proud of the character. 

The emotional aspect of Laura’s teaching had also transformed her instruction: 

I spend a lot of time on social emotional stuff, and I allow conversations to go on 

for a really, really long time. I feel less like I’m curriculum oriented and more 
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focused on like [students’] character development and building connections [with 

students]. 

A similar personal and emotion-filled transformation vein went through Eileen’s 

interview and was visibly teary-eyed, her voice beginning to crack as she shared, 

I guess I never expected how I would connect with the kids, you know, I had, I 

had no idea like how you feel so connected, you know, and especially with our 

ESL families, too because they need so much help. Right. And it’s such a great 

feeling to feel like doing a positive thing and I mean this is why I went into ESL . 

. . It makes me happy to feel that I’m helping kids, you know, because these kids 

are so opposite.  

Conversely, personal transformations can leave lingering professional questions 

for teachers. For example, Patti reviewed her students’ academic needs in a manner 

similar to what one might expect of a triage unit in a medical facility. She shared,  

In fourth grade I had kids who were, you know, first grade level in fourth grade 

and those are the kids I really weren’t, you know, obviously really worried about 

because I feel like I know this sounds terrible, but is it too late to catch up? You 

can’t find material of the topics we’re covering, like especially in social studies at 

a first grade level. So, you’re really worried and you pull them out and then 

they’re missing some of the discussion on important concepts. So, I feel like 

there’s always going to be a gap for those kids. 

However, as some of Patti’s words suggest, there was an air of guilt or discomfort in her 

questioning whether or not low readers really could catch up. Patti’s personal 
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transformation manifested in her classroom through Patti questioning how far was too far 

below before students could no longer close the gap. 

This opposing sense of personal feelings teachers spoke of was echoed by support 

teachers as well. Allison, Eileen, and Roseann all pushed-in to classrooms to support ELL 

students. One commonality that existed among their interviews was that their teaching 

was affected by providing push-in versus pull-out support. Allison stated, “It’s very hard, 

like at least share what they’re going to be doing and then I can prepare some kind of 

scaffold.” According to Eileen, 

It’s a little different pushing into the classroom because now I’m in somebody 

else’s space, it’s different right because most of the time I’m sitting next to 

whichever kid and there’s no room to side table so sometimes I’ll just bring them 

to my room. 

As Eileen was conveying this, her body posture sunk into the chair a bit more than before 

and she seemed to look up at the ceiling before answering, giving off some uneasiness in 

her role as a push-in support teacher in comparison to when she pulled students out. Her 

repetitive use of the word different coupled with her physical movements signaled that 

she felt her teaching abilities were not always put to the best use for students when she 

pushed into classrooms. Roseann, when speaking in terms of pushing into classrooms, 

said she was “accessible to like any kid who needs help . . . it depends on the teacher 

you’re working with.” However, she qualified her previous response with, “And some 

teachers want to be more the steering wheel and you know, they don’t want to share the 

wheel with you,” echoing the personal limitation these teachers sometimes feel when 

providing in-class support to students that affects their instructional choices.  
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Theme 3: Liberties 

The third and final theme that arose from the interviews was liberties. As seen in 

Table 7, liberties appeared in all 10 interviews and occurred 68 times within those 

interviews. Liberties was operationalized as a teacher’s power or choice to do what they 

wanted to do, in this case within the realm of their classroom (Merriam-Webster, n.d.-a). 

Thus, liberties was elevated to a theme due, in part, because all 10 participants made 

numerous references to ways in which they made conscious choices in their classrooms 

to scaffold their delivery of instruction or amend the actual grade-level curriculum. 

Eileen described taking liberties in her teaching by “scaffolding with visuals and practice, 

it’s all modeling and using different kinds of hands-on approaches.” To build on the 

liberties theme, Janet, referencing class novels, shared, “I do a lot of reading out loud 

with the class and you have to be careful, and you have to scaffold for them, and provide 

it I think in school.” The concept of choice as it related to choices the participants made 

to address the needs of struggling students was a common thread woven through the 

interviews in a dichotomous manner. Therefore, two subthemes, classroom choices and 

curriculum choices, were generated to explain that dichotomy.  

Subtheme: Classroom Choices. The first subtheme, classroom choices, was 

evident in 47 instances among the 68 occurrences of the liberties theme. Every teacher 

interviewed gave various depictions of the manner in which they chose to alter the way 

their classroom functioned in order to address the needs of struggling students. A 

commonality among the teachers was the reoccurring use of scaffolds as a choice 

teachers made when presenting material to struggling or ELL students. For example, KC, 

who co-taught with Patti, shared “that when I work on a lesson with a comprehension 
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goal, and a student’s not accessing the curriculum because they can’t read it, we’ll have 

someone either read it aloud or the Chromebook read it aloud to them.” She went on to 

explain that small groups could be difficult so, 

We [KC and Patti] are thoughtful about where we place kids. So, if kids aren’t 

quite yet with inferential thinking . . . we might have a person in front of them 

who’s also pretty concrete so you can work them together. But like their shoulder 

partner might be more influential. They can then turn and like support each other 

that way you have like a peer closer to their level and then next to them like a 

little bit more above that can kind of help them through it. 

Further, Patti, KC’s co-teacher, described how they would “rewrite an article at their 

level” and in social studies: 

We tried to do a lot of projects and again, we will modify them . . . so like for 

some of those kids who were kind of low rather than doing a written project, 

they’re doing a very basic note catcher . . . so at least they’re getting something 

but it’s not as in depth obviously. 

Janet discussed classroom choices in terms of starting a chapter in class and 

asking the students to finish it at home. Further, she continued, 

I’ll pull the kids together in a small group and we will you know, we’ll have all 

kinds of questions, and we’ll listen to it, or I’ll read with them . . . you have to 

scaffold for them, and I think in school. 

However, she cautioned that she “doesn’t have the flexibility, aside from pulling kids 

together right during a WIN time or small group when everyone is doing something 

different than I can do that.” In fact, Janet’s body posture changed when she made that 
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statement, and the tone of her voice seemed to convey a sense of apology because of her 

inability to have more flexibility for small groups throughout her day. Frank furthered 

this classroom choice of employing scaffolds with, 

trying to do things like having a word wall or scaffolding the lessons for them, 

breaking it down into smaller parts . . . like draw a model picture showing them 

visually, using number lines. It’s visual and they can see it so breaking it down to 

more simple things.  

Eileen used scaffolds as well but was very clear in stating that the tactile approach was 

the key to classroom choices. She stated: 

I find using all kinds of different hands-on approaches is really good, so I have a 

whiteboard, and a traditional blackboard with chalk and dry erase markers, and 

then we have a Smartboard. All those different modalities to help kids like, it’s 

that tactile approach. 

Additionally, Eileen spoke about being able to know when a student needed a change 

within an actual lesson: “You can just, you can just feel it when it’s like okay this is 

enough time here, sitting here. Let’s go to the board.” Allison also chose to use scaffolds 

in her classroom 

for dialogue writing, using writing and adding dialogue into our writing I made 

sure I had examples of different dialogues, books with different dialogues and like 

scaffold that lesson for them. Sometimes I provide like word lists that go in their 

folder for writing like different scaffolds that will help them throughout the day 

within the classroom. 
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The concept of choice within the classroom also emerged within this subtheme. Laura, 

for example, restocked her classroom library with Branches, a book series, that provides 

students access to those types of low level, high interest books so “I try and make them 

not be such reluctant readers and provide them access to books that are interesting, so 

they feel like they’re still on grade level with their peers.”  

Subtheme: Curriculum Choices. The second subtheme under the liberties 

theme, curriculum choices, was shared across the 10 participants and was referenced in 

21 instances. Although curriculum choices only appeared 21 times in the interviews, the 

conscious choices teachers made in altering the district designated curriculum were the 

reason this was elevated to the level of a subtheme. Additionally, no further codes or 

repetitions arose from the interviews that would warrant more than two subthemes. The 

subtheme of curriculum choices was best characterized by Laura, who said, “They’re not 

reading, they’re reading whatever I’m supplying for them in that moment.” This 

statement was evidenced by the fact that Laura altered the third-grade literature with the 

Branches books series she purchased on her own and outfitted her library to enable 

struggling readers to access chapter books that looked like what their peers were reading.  

An even clearer depiction of curriculum choices made by teachers emerged from 

Patti’s interview. Patti admitted, 

if I have to look at right now, for example, in social studies, like I would prefer to 

give up social studies content and have them work on an ELA skill. Just because I 

think that’s going to be more beneficial to them down the road. So, if I’m doing a 

social studies lesson, but I know a handful that might need more practice with 

something that we did, one of us might take a small group and I figure, you know 
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they’re going to get the Revolutionary War again when they’re in eighth grade, 

which is more important, do they know how to summarize or whatever. So, I will 

give up that kind of content for the skill work I think that’s more important. 

A complementary viewpoint was shared by Janet, a fourth-grade teacher, who conveyed 

her experience with an ELL student new to this country with very limited English. She 

shared: 

D. came to fourth grade with very, very, very small amount of English, and so for 

her to sit there and to listen to me do a read aloud. It made no sense. So, I utilized 

Raz Kids, she would be reading at her level, which is significantly low, you know, 

below, and listening to the stories and then answering questions, and it is only in 

English . . . we needed to get her caught up. I’m supposed to be teaching 

inferencing but they’re so behind with where they are. I kind of feel like you got 

to meet them. 

Laura also shared that after 15 years of teaching she did not plan guided reading lessons 

the way she once did: 

I used to create guided reading lessons and would never get to it for weeks. Now I 

feel like I’m just at more of a place where I think that I’ve become, I don’t think 

about it as much, I don’t have to plan as much because it’s all I’ve done . . . I 

know where we left off the day before for the kids I’m monitoring, and I know 

what they’re expected to do that day. I feel like less curriculum oriented and more 

focused on their character development and building connections . . . so I let 

conversations go on for a really, really long time. 

In a similar vein and to connect to students, Alyssa thought about her  
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audience and what kind of students I have and what it connects to. It allows them 

to connect and understand the material more, so which is what I look for more 

than them just knowing that I want them to really appreciate and make 

connections because that’s the only way I feel they truly understand the content. 

Clearly, these teachers made a conscious choice to alter the curriculum based on the 

specific needs of struggling students and that was the reason curriculum choices was 

designated as a subtheme within the theme of liberties.  

To corroborate the themes that emerged out of the interviews, I conducted 

observations of Eileen, Janet, Frank, KC, Alyssa, and Laura to ascertain how their beliefs 

and perceptions of below grade-level readers translated into their classroom instruction. 

Phase 2: Observations 

 To address the third and final research question of this study, I conducted 

observations of Eileen, Janet, Frank, KC, Alyssa, and Laura as the last step in obtaining a 

complete data set for each of these participants. I analyzed the observations within the 

context of the third research question: How do those beliefs and perceptions held by 

teachers translate into classroom instruction? 

 I conducted observations to ascertain the manner in which the teachers put into 

practice the sentiments they shared during the interviews and answers garnered from the 

surveys. I approached each observation by considering what actions the teacher took 

during instruction for below grade-level readers and whether or not there was any accord 

or discord between their survey responses and interview answers.  
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Eileen 

 Eileen was working in her own classroom one-on-one with an ELL student for a 

Wilson Fundations phonics lesson. The student, K., was sitting at a table beside Eileen 

and completing a worksheet on consonant-vowel-consonant (CVC) words to match 

pictures on the sheet. He did two correctly and Eileen responded, “Give me five.” As he 

continued, Eileen reminded him to “tell me if you don’t know a picture.” Once the 

worksheet was complete, Eileen looked at K. and asked, “Do you remember you said you 

weren’t sure if you want to use marker? But you did and got them all right. Do you feel 

happy?” K. responded affirmatively and then Eileen transitioned to a different part of the 

room with a whiteboard and K. followed. K. remained standing for this new part of the 

lesson where he repeated a word slowly and then tried to correctly spell it using dry erase 

markers. Eileen then continued, “How about the word truck?” K. responded, “It has a ‘tr.’ 

It’s not hard its easy.” Eileen followed that up with, “I saw you point to your chin. Why?” 

K. stated, “I remember you told me ‘tr’ is tricky.” Eileen replied, “So put that in your 

memory box and remember I.”  

The observation of Eileen’s lesson showed she used materials such as markers 

and a dry erase board in addition to a worksheet to reinforce the Fundations lesson for K. 

She provided him with coaching as to picture names and saying words slowly to hear 

correct pronunciation when K. hesitated to respond either orally or in writing. Thus, this 

was in accordance with her survey in which she responded that she could do a great deal 

to motivate students who showed low interest in school and to get students to believe 

they could do well in school, both within the domain for efficacy in student engagement. 

Translated into her classroom practice, Eileen praised K. when he used a marker and got 
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all his responses correct despite objecting to using a marker initially. Further, Eileen 

moved K. to the whiteboard across the room after he had been sitting for some time and 

his enthusiasm for that was evident by his demeanor, which supported Eileen’s assertion 

that “different modalities help kids, it’s the tactile approach” from her interview. 

However, the content of the worksheet was still grade-level material even though Eileen 

explained that the student was far below grade level and had trouble completing his 

classwork. Although Eileen did scaffold and apply tactile materials to assist the student in 

completing the worksheet, she did not adjust or change the grade level of the worksheet 

being completed.  

Janet 

 Janet was conducting a review of a vocabulary assignment in the Wordly Wise 

workbooks her fourth graders had completed the previous night for homework. As Janet 

read the text aloud, she paused and asked the students to supply the missing vocabulary 

word that would best fit the sentence. She allowed one student to not only supply an 

answer but to also give her own explanation as to the reasons she chose that word. Janet 

continued, “Who haven’t I heard from today, maybe M.” M. reminded Janet that she 

already had a chance, but others did not. Janet then turned to J., who had asked for a 

different vocabulary word for another sentence. Classmates’ hands went up and Janet 

retorted, “Give him time he can find it,” which he did about a minute later. As this review 

ended, Janet asked the students to get ready for the social studies presentations happening 

that day. N. began her slide show, and the students were quiet when Janet had her pause 

so she could ask, “What does salvaged mean during N.’s presentation?” Janet had one 

student respond and then the slide show continued. D. raised his hand to ask a question 
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related to a slide about colonial games. He explained he had never seen a shuttlecock and 

N. could not find one. Janet then commented, “D., why don’t you get your Chromebook 

and see if you can find a picture while she finishes.” He was able to do so, and N. 

finished as time ended for this lesson. This solidified Janet’s assertion that “it’s a fine 

balance” when speaking in terms of providing ELL students what they need regarding 

vocabulary so they do not feel “stigmatized,” echoing the components of the teacher-

driven learning subtheme in the command of learning theme. On her survey, Janet 

answered that quite often she could provide an alternate explanation or example when 

students were confused, part of the efficacy in instructional strategies domain, which was 

demonstrated in her classroom instruction. For example, translated into her classroom, 

Janet’s responses were evident when, during the student slide show, she stated, “Quoit, I 

never heard of that game before I’m not even sure how to pronounce it.” Janet agreed to 

have B. look it up on his Chromebook and then had the class listen to the pronunciation 

he found. Additionally, Janet revealed in her interview that “you have to provide a 

scaffold for them and provide it I think in school” and “you like, you got to meet them,” 

which was exactly what she did when she acknowledged her lack of experience with the 

word Quoit and encouraged a student to seek out the answer for the class.  

Frank 

 I observed Frank providing students with feedback on their classwork based on a 

whole class fourth-grade math lesson he had just finished teaching. One by one the 

students came up to Frank’s desk with their worksheets and workbooks to demonstrate 

and explain the process each went through to solve the given problems. Frank gave 

feedback to one student at a time. For instance, X. asked if his problems were correct and 
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Frank responded, “One is, one is not.” The next student took a turn and O. had been 

waiting with her hand up for quite some time when she decided to walk up to Frank’s 

desk on her own. “Check your work” was his response and O. retreated to review her 

calculations. Following behind O. to Frank’s desk was J. who was immediately told, 

“You added them up and what’d you get? This one was correct. 48 x 6 this is a mistake. 

It’s the right process but you multiplied it wrong” and was sent back to his desk with no 

further assistance.  

On the survey, Frank indicated he could do quite a bit to get students to believe 

they could do well in school, part of the efficacy in instructional strategies domain. 

Additionally, he felt he could adequately provide students with an alternate explanation 

or example when they were confused, also part of the efficacy in instructional strategies 

domain. However, during Frank’s observation, he pointed out to students where they fell 

short of the correct answer and asked them to check their work but did not provide any 

additional or alternative strategies to do so. This seemed to be in contrast to the 

professional transformations subtheme in which he asserted that he employed bar models, 

whiteboards, and visuals to aid students in solving equations. Although Frank suggested 

he did provide alternate strategies, Frank’s classroom actions seemed to contradict that 

statement when he provided no alternate strategies or guidance to students whose 

calculations were incorrect other than to suggest they re-check their work.  

KC 

 I observed KC, a fourth-grade special education teacher, conducting a review and 

follow-up activity on summarization in ELA. As she directed students to a list of steps 

they would complete, KC stated, “You will work with someone in your neighborhood. 
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Okay, so let’s get started.” This step harkened back to her interview in which she shared 

that  

we might have a person in front of them who’s pretty concrete too. But like their 

shoulder partner might be more influential. They have a peer closer to, to their 

level, and them next to them someone who’s a bit more above that can kind of 

help them through it. 

This was a perfect illustration of the classroom choices subtheme within the liberties 

theme. This was also confirmed by the answers garnered from KC’s survey. On the 

survey, for the efficacy in student engagement domain for “how much can you do to 

motivate students who show low interest in schoolwork and how much can you do to 

help your students value learning,” Questions 4 and 9 respectively, KC answered that she 

felt she could do quite a bit for both. Also illustrative of KC’s ability to motivate students 

and have them value learning were the actions of A. and her classmate. Students were 

continuing to work “in their neighborhoods” when A.’s partner returned from a different 

location, to which she stated, “you missed the whole” and proceeded to recap what was 

missed before finishing the assignment. Additionally, KC felt that quite often she could 

craft good questions for her students (i.e., Question 7), and this was supported by her 

work with S. who was struggling with a question that was prompting him to pick the best 

choice that summarized the passage. KC was working side by side with him and was 

aware of his struggles. She then asked, “Which one has too many unimportant details and 

which ones have details that are important and see which one feels better of the ones that 

are left.” S. was able to complete the task after KC’s help, highlighting that her 

instructional practices fell in line with all three themes, namely the teacher-driven 
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learning subtheme within the command of learning theme, professional transformations 

within the transformations theme, and classroom choices within the liberties theme.  

Alyssa 

 During the observation of Alyssa’s class, her students were working in pairs to 

explore a new text, Everything I Need to Know About Frogs, for the beginning of a frog 

unit of study. Immediately, students were engaged with the text and their partners, 

exchanging comments about what they were seeing within the text. Alyssa was walking 

around and stopping at each partnership to ask a question or listen in to what was being 

said for approximately 15 minutes. She then instructed students to “close your books and 

get ready for share.” During the conversation, R. shared a portion of one page, to which 

Alyssa asked, “What does that mean, what is ph?” R. provided an explanation based on 

the text and was commended with, “You did a great job with our RAP strategy, with the 

page number, and you didn’t even know it.” This supported Alyssa’s survey response that 

she could do quite a bit to get students to believe they could do well in school, part of the 

efficacy of student engagement domain, and that she could do a great deal to establish a 

classroom management system with her students, part of the efficacy in classroom 

management domain. Further, this aligned with the command of learning theme as 

students took ownership over their own learning through the exploration of the text 

during this lesson.  

Laura 

 The focus of Laura’s lesson was on summarizing and getting the gist of 

informational texts within their frogs unit of study. As a graphic organizer was displayed 

on the smartboard, Laura circulated to check in with students and quickly read over the 
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one-sentence gists they had written down. “Who can put this paragraph into one simple 

sentence? K.?” Laura recorded Katie’s response on the graphic organizer when a student 

asked, “What’s a physical adaptation again?” Laura stopped and asked, “anyone?” This 

manner of Laura as record keeper and students as sharers of information continued for the 

remainder of this activity. This lesson was guided by Laura keeping the students on task; 

however, the students seemed to determine what portion of texts were going to be used to 

generate one-sentence gists and seamlessly provided feedback to each other throughout 

the duration of the activity. The manner in which this activity was carried out 

demonstrated Laura’s willingness to enable students to drive their own learning, 

supporting the command of learning theme as well as the classroom choices she made 

within the liberties theme. Additionally, this illustrated Laura’s survey responses in 

which she answered that she felt she could do quite a bit to implement alternative 

teaching strategies in her class (efficacy of instructional strategies domain), help students 

value learning (efficacy of student engagement domain), and get students to believe they 

could do well in school (efficacy of student engagement domain), representing Questions 

14, 6, and 9, respectively.  

Summary 

 The six participants for which full data sets existed (i.e., Eileen, Janet, Frank, KC, 

Patti, and Laura) also were involved in checks throughout the coding and theme 

generating process to triangulate the findings. This member checking portion of the study 

was layered on top of the data gathered at each stage to strengthen the trustworthiness of 

the overall research findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Saldaña, 2021). All 

participants felt I accurately represented their thoughts and feelings in the transcripts and 
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was able to actually portray the origin of their words through the various stages of 

coding. Based on the views they shared in the interviews, the teachers felt students did 

encounter learning difficulties when English was not their first language and that boys 

tended to be less motivated to practice reading in third and fourth grades. In fact, teachers 

felt the student-driven subtheme within the command of learning theme accurately 

characterized their belief that students come to school with certain already existing 

constructs that compound weakened academic skills. Therefore, the trustworthiness of 

this study was strengthened by the inclusion of member checking.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to explore the beliefs elementary teachers hold 

about their abilities to deliver literacy instruction to students and their impact on the type 

of literacy instruction they deliver in general education third- and fourth-grade 

classrooms. The current literature shows teachers still need to provide more opportunities 

for students to participate in social and cultural activities within the classroom in order to 

educate ELLs in ELA, especially older ELLs who lack the basic foundational literacy 

skills needed to be successful in an academic setting (Babinski et al., 2018; John-Steiner 

& Mahn, 1996; Lucas et al., 2008). In fact, as stated earlier, Solomon and Battistich 

(1996) found teachers tended to set lower expectations for students from economically 

disadvantaged backgrounds and expected lower academic performance from these 

students as well. More occurrences and opportunities for ELLs to participate in social and 

cultural activities in the classroom that can strengthen their literacy skills may bolster 

teachers’ self-efficacy in instructing these struggling readers to combat the unequal 

power distribution in society and the classroom between the less literate and the more 

literate (Esmonde & Booker, 2016; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Pu, 2010). Therefore, The 

following research questions guided this study: 

1. To what extent do teachers’ perceptions of the type of control they hold to 

enact change in their classrooms influence their instructional practices for 

literacy? 

2. What are teachers’ beliefs and perceptions on the literacy development of 

ELLs who struggle with English language learning?  
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3. How do those beliefs and perceptions held by teachers translate into 

classroom literacy instruction for below grade level students? 

Interpretation of Results 

Command of Learning 

Teachers divulged that it can be difficult to obtain and acquire adequate or 

accessible resources for struggling students, especially with regard to content areas such 

as social studies or providing low level high interest chapter books in ELA. For instance, 

Laura shared that it was her own son’s struggles with reading that led her to seek out low 

level high interest chapter books such as the Branches series. Roseann, KC, and Patti 

shared that fourth-grade boys are hard to motivate because they cannot connect to books 

and do not see themselves in the characters they are reading about. Thus, in relation to the 

first theme, command of learning, teachers felt obtaining appropriate resources for their 

students, especially in the content areas, can be difficult and they have less command 

over enacting change in their classrooms (Bandura, 1993). Therefore, and in accordance 

with teachers’ responses, students on or above grade level have more resources available 

to them whereas those lagging behind and needing more practice are hindered by a lack 

of resources needed to strengthen those weaknesses (Esmonde & Booker, 2016; Freire & 

Macedo, 1987; Pu, 2010). This aligns with Laura’s statement: “O. who’s coming at me at 

like a Q [reading level], he can handle content . . . I don’t think about it he knows what’s 

right for him. My library is amazing, he’s free to go wherever he wants to.” Janet spoke 

of similar experiences in which she could not provide appropriate resources for her ELL 

students within specific minilessons whereby she chose to provide the necessary English 
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language exposure as a replacement for a lack of resources to scaffold her lesson. She 

relayed:  

D. came to fourth grade and didn’t speak, spoke very little English. It made no 

sense to read The Thing About Georgie so listening to stories on Raz Kids on her 

reading level like we needed to get her caught up. 

As a result of not having appropriate resources for this ELL, Janet chose to remove the 

student from the lesson in favor of providing more targeted practice. Although Janet 

provided more targeted practice, D. should also have been valued for her translanguaging 

and encouraged to continue to experience the classroom society through that ability 

(García & Kleyn, 2016; Hornberger & Link, 2012). Additionally, lessons for ELLs need 

to move away from repairing their language or removing them from the whole class 

lesson to practice reading in English as Janet did, and foster social environments in which 

students can move from language or mode of communication to language or mode of 

communication as they see fit (García, 2017; Razfar, 2005). Clearly, Janet made a 

conscious choice to provide D. the literacy practice she needed at the cost of supplanting 

the curriculum she was required to teach. This is indicative of the fact that teachers still 

hold beliefs and perceptions about ELLs that affect the instruction they plan for these 

students, yet does not take into account or deem valuable the translanguaging they 

embody. Janet’s instructional choice was indicative of a tension that existed in many of 

the interviews and yet was a nod to her willingness to take command of learning within 

her classroom to provide the scaffolds she thought were most appropriate. 
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Liberties 

Additionally, many of the teachers interviewed and observed intimated that a 

constant tension existed between what the curriculum required them to teach and what 

was needed to meet the needs of their struggling students. This tension manifested in the 

stories shared by the teachers as well as in the actions they took during the observations. 

Collectively, the participants asserted they tried to provide the targeted support their 

struggling students needed as much as possible, indicating these participants felt strongly 

about their competence to educate struggling or ELLs and, thus, alter the previously held 

views that questioned if these students could be successful in school (Goddard et al., 

2000). Again, the teachers intimated that they felt they had a high level of self-efficacy, 

which may have manifested in their willingness to provide targeted instruction even if the 

grade-level curriculum did not account for it. Often times, this caused them to veer away 

from the grade-level curriculum in favor of student progress and needs. Patti shared: 

I would prefer to give up social studies content and have them work on an ELA 

skill because that’s going to be more beneficial to them down the road. You know 

they’re going to get the Revolutionary War again when they’re in eighth grade. 

So, I will give up that kind of content for skill work I think that’s more important. 

This supports the tension teachers felt when they needed to supplant grade-level content 

with the skill work their struggling students needed to move forward academically. 

Similarly, KC acknowledged: 

We’re not really teaching decoding skills anymore so if I’m working on a 

comprehension lesson and a student’s not accessing the curriculum because they 
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can’t read it, I pull a small group in the hallway and read it aloud so it’s not a 

barrier to participation for the lesson. 

In fact, as per Patti referring to her co-teacher, KC, 

KC will do lots of you know, she’ll take an article that we’re reading, and she’ll 

rewrite it at their level if they can’t access the material. If their comprehension 

isn’t at that access point yet I feel like unfortunately they go through it and don’t 

get much out of it. 

These statements reinforce the tension between the grade-level curriculum expectations 

and what teachers believe their students need regardless of the curriculum in order to 

strengthen their literacy skills. Thus, the teachers made conscious choices and took 

liberties to provide struggling students with the necessary social and educational 

opportunities to access the curriculum in a manner that fostered peer learning exchanges 

(John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996; Mahn, 1999). However, Rizzuto (2017) discussed that 

limiting the learning opportunities, as Patti and KC had done, can be a manifestation of 

unexamined biases that can perpetuate the inequality of educational opportunities.  

Transformations 

Accordingly, consistency in instruction and in providing opportunities for 

learning rests on a teacher’s personal beliefs about whether or not they can keep their 

students from failing (Cook, 2012). Thus, the beliefs and perceptions teachers hold about 

ELLs illuminated responses falling at opposite ends of the spectrum. Moreover, this study 

demonstrated a tension that existed within the interviews themselves as the teachers were 

not static in the sentiments they shared that may indicate these teachers felt less confident 

in their abilities to remediate students’ literacy weaknesses than they reported in the 
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surveys. Further, the tension that existed is supported by Umansky and Dumont’s (2019) 

finding that when students are designated as ELL, teachers have lower academic 

standards for them as compared to their non-ELL designated peers. This is noteworthy 

because the teachers described ELLs as marginalized, stigmatized, or ostracized yet did 

not specifically detail steps they took to combat those monikers in their instruction. For 

example, Eileen explained that “students feel marginalized when they get pulled out” for 

ELL instruction but later shared that “giving students choice gives them ownership, it’s 

empowering.” This dichotomy that was evident in Eileen’s interview was common 

among other participants as well, indicating that even within the teachers, a tension 

existed between their views on struggling students and their ability to provide the proper 

instruction. Further supporting the vacillating views held by teachers, Patti first shared, “I 

feel like, I know it sounds terrible, but is it too late to catch up I feel like there’s always 

going to be a gap for those kids,” when referring to below grade-level readers. 

Conversely, as the interview continued, Patti discussed using projects as a culminating 

activity at the end of a unit, stating, “I think they like having control and giving them a 

menu board, they could pick from motivates them because it’s important in giving them 

choice and the end game is the same.” Although Patti questioned the feasibility of closing 

the academic gaps for below grade-level fourth-grade students, she did provide them with 

appropriate and accessible ways to demonstrate their learning within a given content area. 

Similarly, Janet said the following of struggling readers: 

Trying to compensate for their inability to read because there is a little bit of a 

stigmatism about that . . . and my ELL students are not so receptive to being 

pulled to work with one of the ENL teachers. 
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Janet explained that she had the ENL teacher push into her classroom and “[incorporates] 

a lot of reading aloud in class so that the class only has to finish it at home because 

listening is such an important skill.” Laura verbalized her expressions of tension with 

regard to her instructional practices. She shared, “I let conversations go on for a really, 

really long time . . . I’m less curriculum oriented.” Yet, she detailed how she re-imagined 

her classroom library to remove the stigma of colored or leveled baskets, opting for genre 

designations instead. Laura conveyed that “my library used to be leveled and some kids 

are very aware, making children feel uncomfortable so now everything is by genre or 

author,” demonstrating that she had not diminished the importance of curriculum or 

relevant resources for students’ conversations but rather as an addendum. Additionally, 

Laura mentioned several times, in reference to her ELLs and struggling readers, that it “is 

my job to provide that moment and get them to love reading . . . the power of a book to 

get them to love reading,” yet stated that she “has always had kids getting support, 

they’ve always been supported, thank god.” This statement may indicate she felt a sense 

of relief when other teachers were also involved in the remediation of weak literacy 

skills. Roseann also spoke of the discomfort struggling ELLs may feel, stating 

“sometimes they feel less or ostracized, a little disconnected.” However, in that same 

interview, she shared that she pushed into classrooms to provide a connection with ELL 

support and said “I’m trying to find books that can represent them a little more so they 

can find themselves in this character” and noted that when she pushed in, she “likes to 

have a rapport with the whole class so I’m accessible to like any kid who needs help . . . 

because everyone has a role.”  
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Although teachers acknowledged a discrepancy between the grade-level 

curriculum and the needs of struggling students and the tension that invited, another 

source of tension emerged based on the observations. The literature review earlier in this 

study showed a teacher’s efficacy beliefs, or beliefs about what they can confidently 

carry out, are influenced by how they think, feel, behave, and are motivated (Bandura, 

1993). Further, the onus of providing targeted intervention for students with literacy 

weaknesses so they can experience academic success beyond third grade falls on teachers 

(Cook, 2012). However, this study also demonstrated that some tension does exist 

between the statements teachers made regarding the scaffolds they employed to aid 

struggling students and the actual classroom moves or instructional choices they made 

day to day, thus demonstrating how their perceptions and beliefs translated into 

classroom instruction, Research Question 3. For instance, Frank detailed that he used 

scaffolds “like bar models and making a safe environment to make them take risks,” yet 

only provided students with feedback centered around pointing out what they did 

incorrectly. During my time in his math class, I observed Frank a number of times telling 

students “that isn’t right,” “go check your multiplication,” or “this one is a mistake.” 

Each time, the student retreated to their desk to try to correct the mistake without further 

explanation from Frank, who did not demonstrate providing alternate methods of solving 

the problems or directing students to use bar models or manipulatives of any kind. Thus, 

it is possible that the tension that existed between what Frank shared as embedded in his 

teaching and what he actually did with students may have been contributing to the 

difficulties struggling students may continue to experience in his classroom. Frank’s 

beliefs and perceptions about how he discussed instructing below grade-level students did 
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not translate into his classroom practice. Thus, Frank demonstrated that a discord exists 

between what teachers espouse as beliefs and perceptions they hold for instructing 

struggling students and the practices in which they actually engage when in the classroom 

with these students. 

The disconnect and tension between what teachers believed they provided for 

their struggling students and what they actually provided in the moment were not unique 

to Frank’s observation. Yet it echoes the work of Ashton (2014), who discussed that 

because the operationalized definitions of teachers’ beliefs and perceptions are difficult 

and varied, measuring them can be just as abstract. This study highlights that teachers 

clearly have what they assume constitute beliefs about students yet are not static and 

seem to be applied to instruction inconsistently. Additionally, as Pajares (1992) asserted, 

it is difficult for teachers to separate their knowledge from their beliefs because they tend 

to teach content that aligns with their belief systems. Thus, one must question whether 

their classroom instruction were the real manifestations of teachers’ beliefs as opposed to 

information shared during the interviews that may have been conscious depictions of 

what they think one’s perceptions should be. This was also evident in the observations of 

Eileen and Janet as well. The crux of Eileen’s interview was built on a tactile approach 

that empowered students to take ownership of their own learning. She spoke passionately 

about that and was visibly emotional throughout the interview process. In the observation 

phase of this study, Eileen was working one-on-one with an ENL student in her own 

classroom. The lesson focused on Eileen providing verbal guidance and assistance to a 

student who needed to complete a classroom Fundations phonics worksheet. Although 

Eileen spoke of a tactile approach and referenced using different modalities with her ENL 
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students, the only nod to a different modality was exchanging a pencil for a marker so the 

student could complete the worksheet. Additionally, Eileen encouraged the student to 

stand up and walk around about hallway into the lesson yet that was the only variety in 

instruction that I observed. In fact, during this observation, the only mode of delivery of 

instruction was through the use of verbal cues from Eileen. For instance, in looking over 

the worksheet, Eileen’s statement of “tell me if you don’t know what the picture is” was 

repeated a number of times. Also, as the student attempted to veer from the worksheet 

and academic conversation, Eileen continued with the language of the Fundations 

worksheet despite the student’s avoidance of such. Thus, it is possible that Eileen was 

commissioned with having this student return to the classroom with a finished worksheet 

and did what was needed to accomplish that task. However, the observation revealed the 

student was not actively engaged in this lesson and was in need of an alternative method 

of instruction to have him take ownership of his learning, and Eileen did not provide any 

of the tactile approaches she had discussed previously.  

Similarly, Janet shared that “you have to scaffold for them and provide that in 

school” when referring to the gaps in students’ learning. Further, she spoke of “pulling 

kids in small groups during WIN time and pre-teaching of the text and pull out some 

vocabulary.” The observation in Janet’s classroom took place during a Wordly Wise 

vocabulary whole class lesson. Students were working in their Wordly Wise notebooks 

and reviewing homework in which they had to choose the appropriate vocabulary word to 

complete the sentence. Janet called on different students to read the sentences on the 

smartboard and supply the words they had chosen to complete the sentence. After a 

student shared a response, Janet asked the rest of the class to raise their hands if they 
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agreed before moving on to the next example. This exchange continued for the next 10 

minutes at which time students listened to another classmate’s social studies PowerPoint 

presentation on colonial toys and games. Although Janet spoke of pre-teaching and 

working in small groups, she employed neither of these scaffolds during the observation, 

instead opting for a more traditional method of students working as a whole group to 

complete the same worksheet at the same time.  

Clearly, the beliefs teachers hold about the type of instruction needed to remediate 

the weak skills of ELLs and non-ELLs alike may not translate into the classroom in the 

manner they convey or as often as they believe they do based on the findings of this 

study. However, the participants in this study collectively believed, and repeatedly 

shared, that third- and fourth-grade students, ELL or not, who are struggling with 

acquiring grade-appropriate literacy skills were ever present in their classrooms. Further, 

the participants all held the belief that scaffolds are needed to help below grade-level 

students access grade-level material and stressed that “it’s a fine balance” (Janet) in terms 

of available resources, curriculum demands, and time. The conceptual framework of this 

study indicated that if teachers feel they are adequately prepared with appropriate 

resources or professional development, then they will be able to make instructional 

choices that are tailored to fit the needs of their struggling third- and fourth-grade readers, 

ELL and non-ELL, resulting in the remediation and growth of literacy skills (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). The results of this study demonstrated the participants did believe in the 

tenets of that conceptual framework and scaffolding or supplanting the grade-level 

curriculum, when possible, in order to remediate the weak literacy skills of below grade-

level third- and fourth-grade students.  
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Implications 

 The participants in this study made clear not only the beliefs and perceptions they 

held about below grade-level third- and fourth-grade readers, but also the challenges and 

barriers they encountered when instructing these students. Thus, this research has given 

rise to implications for remediating the weak literacy skills of third- and fourth-grade 

students that reverberate beyond the walls of the classroom.  

School Based 

 One commonality that emerged from the research was that teachers, whether for 

the third or fourth grade, felt strongly that their individual classrooms were not outfitted 

with enough appropriate literature that was both low level and of high interest for their 

struggling readers. Arming teachers with adequate and appropriate resources assures 

them that they can take command of the learning in their classrooms and provide a 

learning environment for their students in which everyone can participate socially and 

culturally. In fact, earlier in this study, Laura described how she sought out and used her 

own monetary resources to supplement and re-envision her classroom library as result of 

her own son’s reading struggles. Thus, school administrators need to generate a plan that 

is twofold in order to gather relevant resources. First, there needs to be a thorough and 

accurate inventory of classroom libraries within each elementary school, all grades 

included, to ascertain what resources exist within each building. This needs to be done in 

conjunction with the second step school administrators need to take on to attempt to 

address the issues these teacher participants expressed. The second step is to re-examine 

the literature or literacy budgets of schools to determine whether, or how many, funds are 

earmarked for acquiring new literature resources for upper grade classes. This may 
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indicate funds need to be reallocated in order for this to be carried out in the most 

effective way possible. Therefore, if an accurate and careful inventory of all literature 

within a building is conducted, then the need for additional funds may be limited.  

Professional Development 

Another recurring belief among the teachers was that they all felt limited by the 

amount of time available within a given content area to provide the targeted intervention 

or scaffolds their struggling students needed to access the daily curriculum. Time was a 

clear factor that teachers felt compelled to reference during their interviews. School 

leaders need to enable and encourage teachers to re-envision their daily schedules to 

reflect the time allotment per content area as they see fit based on the needs of their 

students and not on an administrator-designed schedule. However, time was not limited 

to daily lessons or classroom instruction but also referred to the time needed for support 

teachers to collaborate with classroom teachers and to engage in cross grade-level 

collaborations. Cross grade-level collaboration encourages professional transformations 

that empower colleagues to view each other as experts and enter into a genuine and 

honest exchange of resources and knowledge for the betterment of students. An expert 

teacher must be deemed as an educator in the field for a minimum of 5 years in general 

with the majority of that time dedicated to working with a specific student population or 

content area. This teacher can share their own professional experiences with others not as 

experienced or new to the field. 

Additionally, these cross grade-level and content area collaborations should be 

envisioned as a mentorship among educators so the knowledge and experience of one 

guides and fosters the growth of another not as experienced. One way to develop this 
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mentorship is to use relevant research to situate pedagogical choices among the field of 

educational research. The inclusion of research is demonstrative of one who may have the 

moniker of mentor but understands that learning is recursive and ongoing no matter the 

level of achievement they have attained in their career. Further, it echoes the belief that 

knowledge can be found in many arenas and that one’s viewpoints are meant to be shared 

and not designated as the only thinking applicable to the teaching at hand. 

School administrators must re-examine grade-level schedules in terms of actual 

time spent on teacher–student interactions post whole group or minilessons rather than on 

a holistic, content area-based schedule that designates specific times of the day for 

specific content areas. This is critical because not only did classroom teachers (i.e., Patti, 

Janet, and KC) speak of limited time, but so did the ENL teachers (i.e., Eileen and 

Roseann) who push into classrooms to support students. School administrators allot time 

for a specific content area that encompasses whole group or minilessons and working 

with students often with the latter not getting the sufficient needed to scaffold and 

provide practice to the neediest students. Therefore, schedules need to be re-envisioned to 

accommodate the work teachers want and feel compelled to do for their struggling 

students rather than content area designations within a given school day.  

 Additionally, it will behoove school administrators to re-examine the time 

allotted, if it already exists, for teachers to collaborate with their co-teachers or support 

teachers. Also, teachers need to be afforded opportunities to collaborate across grade 

levels. This cross grade-level collaboration can provide resources for students and 

teachers as well as support teachers in deciphering the most beneficial ways to scaffold 

lessons for students and foster a collegial support system for colleagues that can be lost in 
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the demands teachers feel are placed on them every day. Perhaps teachers need a 

designated uninterrupted time in a week that is dedicated to replying to parent emails or 

conducting phone conferences rather than sprinkling them in between instructional times 

meant to prepare for upcoming lessons. 

District Based 

 The effort to arm teachers with the appropriate resources to support their 

struggling students must involve district leaders as well, not only because of budgetary 

concerns but also because they determine and devise the curriculum that is to be 

implemented day to day by teachers. The time factor the teachers referenced needs to be 

addressed by district leaders whose schools still administer the New York State ELA 

assessment each year. One of the issues that needs to be explored, not only at the school 

level but also at the district level, is the time construct as it relates to teacher–student 

interactions and to scheduling decisions. District leaders need to provide adequate and 

consistent time for teachers to engage in collegial circles to build their own support 

systems to share curriculum resources, scaffolds, and expertise. Along with that, district 

leaders need to provide teachers with time to participate in meaningful professional 

development with experts outside the school as well as from those already staffed in the 

school. All participants agreed that empowering their students brought power and 

ownership to their students’ learning. Thus, this same concept should be applied to 

teachers as lifelong learners. Another example of the power that can be generated from 

professional transformations where educators are valued through meaningful and 

consistent professional development. The backbone of these professional development 

opportunities should not be rooted in new programs or curricula that need to be 
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implemented but rather as think tanks for teachers to share and exchange their expertise 

and resources to aid in the empowerment of the commodity that already exists in 

districts––its staff.  

Policymakers 

 Those responsible for the educational policies of the district and New York State 

need to understand that the results of this study may apply to the beliefs or perceptions 

held by teachers in other schools or districts, and, as such, determine how to address the 

possibility that teachers may not be addressing the weaknesses of struggling third- and 

fourth-grade students consistently for a variety of reasons. One thing that must be 

considered is the number of teaching tasks a teacher is expected to complete within a day, 

a month, or a year. When teachers need to complete more and more taskein a given time 

period, their effort and attention in all areas are decreased. The load teachers carry on 

their shoulders mediates how effective they are in planning appropriate instruction for 

their students. Therefore, the load put on teachers needs to be examined at the policy 

level so educators can work in a setting that supports them and sets them up for success, 

which will make them feel more capable of getting down to the business of actual 

teaching. This study served as means to highlight that although the teachers felt strongly 

about using scaffolds, they verbalized that time and resources to do so consistently were 

lacking.  

Thus, educational policymakers need to be cognizant of how much time teachers 

have to implement curriculum versus the scaffolds that are needed to accompany that 

curriculum in order for all students to access the material. Policymakers need to consider 

a variety of options to address this issue. First, policymakers and decision makers on all 
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levels should consider time as a more fluid construct that may need to fall more under the 

remit of teachers rather than as guidelines handed down by administrators. Teachers 

should be encouraged to develop liberties as it relates to the specifics of what they feel 

needs to be taught based on the profiles of their students. In proposing such a 

consideration, educational leaders need to also consider the possibility of using 

curriculum more generally, giving teachers, and those who interact directly with students, 

the agency to enact schedules that are more fluid and conducive to employing the 

interventions they believe are needed for educating their struggling students. Moreover, 

when designating statewide curriculum guidelines, policymakers should account for and 

provide general lessons meant to serve as scaffolds for grade-level curriculum, giving 

educators a framework in which they can work to address the needs of their struggling 

readers. This is an important aspect ascribed to policymakers because teachers hold 

steadfast to the grade-level curriculum they teach. In fact, the New York State 

Department of Education, in generating its Next Generation Learning Standards for ELA 

and math, has included scaffolds for Grades 3–8, which highlights the importance of 

understanding the varying needs of public school students (New York State Education 

Department, 2017). Yet, Patti and Janet, both fourth-grade teachers, detailed how they 

had supplanted the curriculum to provide more targeted intervention albeit without the 

knowledge of their administration. As a result, educational policymakers and district 

leaders need to constantly review the current curriculum constraints that have been put 

upon teachers who, admittedly so, have forgone what was grade-level implementation in 

favor of covert decisions to use interventions based on their professional experiences.  
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Limitations 

 One limitation of this study pertained to the demographics and geographic 

location of the school districts in suburban New York that participated in this research. 

Though all three districts had diverse populations, all were still considered to be in semi-

affluent communities. As such, the results of this study may only be generalizable to 

teachers who present in a similar manner as those who participated here and who are 

educators in schools with similar socioeconomic levels. In addition, the sample size of 

this study was relatively small, again limiting the generalizability to teachers in districts 

dissimilar to those used in this study. Additionally, time was a constraint for this study in 

that it was conducted in less than one full academic year, which may have affected the 

generalizability of these findings.  

Implications for Future Research 

 The findings of this study should be used as a catalyst to delve further into 

teachers’ beliefs and perceptions about struggling third and fourth graders, ELLs and 

non-ELLs, and the manner in which those beliefs translate into their instruction. First, 

future research should focus on expanding the time frame of this study to encompass one 

full academic year. Second, this study was limited to third- and fourth-grade teachers and 

thus, future researchers should explore the inclusion of fifth-grade teachers in a study 

provided fifth grade is still housed in the elementary school. However, another possible 

extension of this research could be to focus on middle school teachers and their beliefs or 

perceptions of struggling students on another level of academia. Conversely, conducting 

this research in the lower grades, particularly first and second, could yield robust results 

that were not explored for this study.  
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 In addition to more expansive samples of teachers in more varied grade levels, 

another area for future research is to consider the socioeconomic status of the 

communities in which the school districts are situated. Future researchers should consider 

conducting this study in communities considered more affluent as well as less affluent 

than those encapsulated in this study. Conversely, future research may lend itself to a 

more case study-like approach that would narrow the sample size of the research but 

enable a more in-depth longitudinal exploration of teachers’ perceptions and beliefs. 

Therefore, this study should be viewed as the beginning of future research into teachers’ 

beliefs and perceptions of students who are struggling with acquiring literacy skills and 

the influence of these beliefs on their pedagogy.   
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APPENDIX B 

Permission to Use Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale (TSES) 
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APPENDIX C 

Interview Protocol 

Q1: What are your perceptions of 3rd and 4th graders who are reading below grade level? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Q2: What are your perceptions of English Language Learners (ELLs) struggling to read 
in 3rd and 4th grades? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Q3:  Guided by your beliefs about students struggling with reading in 3rd and 4th grades, 
how do you approach your classroom instructions and activities for English Language 
Learners (ELLs)? 
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