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ABSTRACT

In the present study the state of the art of language arts (LA) curriculum and
instruction (C&I) for undergraduate preservice teachers of children from nursery to grade
8 was investigated. The study involved content analysis of 64 surveys and 110 syllabi
from instructors of mandatory, first-language LA C&I courses in accredited teacher
education sites across Canada in 1998-99.

Rate of return from department heads (initial contacts) was 86.7 percent, and from
instructors was 46.1 percent for surveys and 42.0 percent for syllabi. Demographic data
suggest that returns represented Canadian demographics in terms of gender, language, and
location.

The typical instructor of LA C&I was female, held a Ph.D. degree received in
1990 from a Canadian university, and worked full time as an associate professor. The
typical course, enrolling about 35 students and lasting about 35 hours, was a stand-alone
C&I course covering all six modes of language.

Cognitive interactionist was the predominant orientation in instructors’ theoretical
approaches to language acquisition. Process was their predominant orientation in the
Janguage arts/literacy orientations. The technological orientation predominated in their
pedagogical orientations, followed closely by the personal and practical/craft orientations.

Most courses (90.9%) required textual material and just over half of them (52.8%)
recommended it. Among the required materials were: survey textbooks (38.2%);
monographs (65.5%); package of readings (19.1%); journal articles (41.8%); government

curricular documents (74.5%); and children’s literature (46.4%), with only 10.9 percent




naming Canadian children’s literature. Although most books named by instructors were
American, a small number of popular materials (included in multiple syllabi) was
identified, of which over 60 percent was Canadian.

Standard instructional activities predominated. Most prevalent were: lecturing,
class presentations, demonstrations, general discussions, unspecified group activities and
specific discussions. The cumulative top topics evidenced in over half the syllabi
included: general assessment, government curriculum, instructional planning, approaches
to instruction, theory and research, and children’s literature, as well as the general modes
of writing and reading. Presentations, in-class activities, group projects, and end-of-term
exams, each evidenced in over half the syllabi, were the most popular assessment
activities. Most accounted for only a portion of the final grade. Little evidence was found
indicating choice or negotiation of assessment activities, though choice of topics within
assignments was widely available. Concerning assessment criteria, almost two thirds of
the syllabi included subject matter knowledge and/or pedagogical knowledge;
insight/critical thinking was also popular. Criteria tended to be objective rather than

subjective.
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DEDICATION
When I was little, my baba would sometimes ask me to sort buttons for her. She
would dump the contents of her button box on the kitchen table and inform me that she
needed all the white ones and blue ones separated from the others for a special sewing
project. When I had accomplished that initial sorting, she would realize that she needed

only little white ones and medium-sized blue ones, and that she needed light blue, not

dark blue. With her guidance I would complete the task of sorting the buttons as needed,

and she would praise me generously for my important efforts. She did not get to see my

involvement with content analysis, but I know that her teaching was the beginning of my

enjoyment of this type of research. With love and gratitude I dedicate this work to her.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

The education of a society’s young people is one of its most important enterprises.
With many currencies, people invest heavily in their expectations of the knowledge,
skills, attitudes, and values that their young people will come to hold, hoping they will
apply their learning to those spheres of life that members of the older generation, as
individuals or social groups, hold dear. Most of the sharing of our personal and collective
ideas and ideals occurs by means of language. Parents are a child’s first teachers of
language, but most often the role is soon shared or given over to the institutions known as
schools and to the important individuals we call teachers.

I certified as a teacher in the early 1970s and spent several years teaching in
northern Manitoba. Eventually, I was lured back down south to my university, anxious to
learn how to improve my teaching practice. My intention was to return to the north, but
while I was taking courses, I was asked to teach a curriculum and instruction (C&I)
course to preservice teachers. I accepted the task. I read the textbook in August and began
teaching in September.

The course concerned the teaching of language arts (LA), the area in which I was
specializing in my master’s work. I believe, nonetheless, that regardless of the content, |
would have taught it the same way: on Day One I distributed a course syllabus, reviewed
it briefly by reading it to the class, then spent the remainder of class time providing a

resume of the first chapter of the course text, slowly enough that students could take notes




for the end-of-term exam. At the end of the class, I assigned the reading of the second
chapter, warning that we would have a brief test of its contents at the start of next week’s
class. The following week, true to my word, I put four multiple-choice questions on the
overhead projector, collected responses, and proceeded to provide my version of the
highlights of Chapter Two. Ultimately, I chose not to return to my elementary school in
the north, choosing instead to continue working with preservice teachers, as I continue to
do to this day.

I can no longer teach the way I taught a decade and a half ago. The memory haunts
me and hurts me. The practices I initially followed are rightly criticized now in light of
new ideas about what teachers need to know, to do, and to be. As I strive to change my
own practice, I am heartened to realize that I do so in a wide-ranging spirit of educational
reform, but I recognize, too, that I am pressured, and often seriously constrained, by the
various contexts of which my work as a teacher educator is a part, and by the differing
reform agendas within those contexts.

Important to consider, too, are the influences brought about by theoretical and
practical changes within the field. Older concepts and practices of language and literacy
learning are regularly being dismissed or augmented by newer concepts. What sense
might my colleagues and I begin to make of the myriad possibilities available to us as
teacher educators as we attempt to achieve useful and coherent daily practice? How do all
these new ideas play out in preservice classrooms? To what extent are the ideas we read
about in professional journals, hear about at conferences, and try out in our own

classrooms representative of existing practice?




In the present study I examined several aspects of current Canadian language arts
curriculum and instruction courses in preservice teacher education. While I recognize that
Canadian theory and practice tend to look quite a bit like American theory and practice, I
know, too, that there are some aspects of teacher education that are unique to the
Canadian context. One aspect that is especially important in a study concerning language
arts is that Canada is an officially bilingual country. Second, Canadian education at all
levels (elementary, secondary, and postsecondary) is governed provincially and is thereby
influenced both by provincial and regional politics and by geography. Third, the
provinces themselves are subject to external influences: They are influenced by each
other, by the United States, and, in terms of language arts certainly, by Great Britain,
France, Australia, and New Zealand, among others.

The field of teacher education in language arts is dynamic and complex. To come
to know the Canadian field in detail, I used course syllabi as an initial way to look into
my colleagues’ classrooms. By means of my analyses, I was ultimately able to develop
several pictures, both close-ups and panoramic views of the state of the art of the teaching
of elementary language and literacy curriculum and instruction for preservice teachers

across our country.

Structure of the Dissertation
Within this dissertation I provide a discussion of: (a) the specific nature of the
knowledge I was seeking and why that knowledge is important, including a discussion of

those to whom it might be important; (b) the background of the study and related research




in LA C&I; (c) specific details concerning the procedures I used, as well as a rationale for
those procedures; (d) my findings and their specific importance to the field; and (e) the
overall significance of this set of work, some of its general limitations, and some
suggestions for future directions. These five general areas correspond to the five chapters
of the present document. The latter portion of the document comprises the various

appendices integral to the work I undertook.

Statement of the Problem

There is no existing characterization of preservice curriculum and instruction
courses in language and literacy at the elementary level in Canada. While many people
may have opinions about these courses, including opinions about the goodness of any or
all aspects of them, no one knows for certain what constitutes them. This study was
designed to provide overall characterizations based on specific, public information
gathered from instructors currently teaching these courses. It was designed as well to
provide sets of specific information about postsecondary curriculum and instruction for
teacher education within these elementary curriculum and instruction courses for
children’s education. The types of information sought included such areas as instructors’
theoretical orientations, topical coverage, textbooks, and student assessment. As well as
viewing the nation as a whole, the study was intended to provide information in terms of
selected groupings of teacher education sites across the country, especially regional and

language groupings.




Purpose of the Study

The present study is part of a long personal quest to delineate an “ideal”
curriculum for preservice teacher education in language and literacy, one that would be
both theoretically sound and practically feasible. I have long been interested in several
aspects of such a curriculum: (a) what it might best include, (b) how it might best be
implemented, (c) how students might best be assessed, (d) how the instructor and the
curriculum themselves might best be assessed, and (e) the rationales for the above
decisions. I am interested in the scope of such a curriculum and the relationship it has to
preservice teachers’ practicum experiences. Having worked in this field for over a decade
when I proposed this study, I had a solid basis upon which to contemplate the teaching of
language and literacy methods. I felt that I had a fairly solid notion of my own practice in
relation to my previous practice and in relation to that of my colleagues within my
institution. However, I knew that, in spite of my bits and pieces of randomly-gathered
knowledge, I could say very little definitively about the field at large. I wanted to know
the field in some more assured way. I wanted some way to look upon the nation and
account for details I felt were important.

Any of us who teach a course can think of alternatives to the content and methods
we use. We can see changes over time, and we can attribute the changes to one factor or
another, perhaps even to several. We think of other instructors and institutions we know
and consider ourselves in relation to them-kind of like a, but not quite, way better than b,
and never as good as c-by whatever measures we use to assess our merits. We make

assumptions, sometimes tacitly, that most of our colleagues across the nation are quite




like ourselves, or that we are outstandingly different on some or several attributes. From
time to time we ask ourselves questions, comparing our practice to that of others: Do
others include this in their courses? What do others believe about what they are trying to
accomplish? How do others organize their instruction? How do others assess their
students? How am I similar to others? How am I different?

By means of the present study, I set out to establish a foundation upon which to
base answers to such general questions, and upon which to base further research
initiatives that might help answer them. In addition to providing a detailed view of the
status quo in this area, this foundational material might contribute to the understanding of
why the field is in its present state and to the making of some suggestions as to its
possible directions. To establish the foundation, I studied course syllabi from mandatory,
preservice language arts methods courses across Canada. By means of content analysis, I
examined various aspects of these syllabi (and brief surveys of instructors) so that my
results might introduce a baseline for national discussion and action concerning current
and future language and literacy curriculum development and instructional practice in the

preservice teacher education classroom.

Research Questions
The set of questions presented below refers to information provided for one
academic year by instructors of mandatory, elementary language arts curriculum and
instruction courses in accredited Canadian preservice teacher education sites. The

research questions that motivated this study were:




1. What are the demographic characteristics of the sample studied, both in terms of the
individual instructors and in terms of the specific courses represented?

2. What theoretical orientations underlie the work of the instructors? What are their
orientations to how language is initially learned, to how language arts/literacy
might best be taught at school, and to how a course for preservice teachers should
best be taught?

3. What are instructors’ expectations (requirements and recommendations) concerning
textual materials for use in their courses?

4. What instructional activities are included in the entire set of activities that comprise
regular class time? What activities are used most and least frequently?

5. What topics are covered in these courses? Across the sample, which topics are
allocated the most and the least attention?

6. What assessment activities are used by instructors? Across the sample, with what
frequency are the various assessment activities used and to what degree are they
represented as portions of students’ final grades? To what degree do the

assignments provide for student choice? By what criteria are assignments graded?

In several instances, the aspects of instructors’ decision making that I was
interested in exploring were considered in terms of a variety of predetermined categories
representing existing classifications within Canada, the field of education, and the field of
language arts/literacy instruction. These categories were: (a) the provincial and regional

location of the institution (“Location”), whether Western, Central, or Eastern Canada;




(b) the language of instruction (“Language”), whether English or French; (c) the level of
preparation (“Level”), whether Early, Middle, Elementary (including Primary-Junior), or
some other designation involving age/grade level; and (d) the mode(s) of language arts
focussed upon in the course (“Mode”), whether speaking, listening, reading, writing,

viewing, representing, all, or some of these six.

Significance of the Problem

In recent years, the field of education has given heavy support, in time, in money,
and in emotional investment as well, to several major education reform ventures. Often,
an institution attempting change must work within the context of several varied and often
competing reform agendas. As an example of the vastness of such ventures, we can look
at the context of the Faculty of Education at the University of Manitoba. While
attempting to realize its plans for undergraduate program change, as laid out by its own
Task Force on Initial Teacher Education Programs (Hughes, Irvine, Jansson, Long, &
Stapleton, 1993), the faculty was influenced by other teacher education reformers and
reform agendas, both American (e.g., Carnegie Task Force on Teaching as a Profession,
1986; Goodlad, 1990, 1994; Holmes Group Executive Board, 1986; Shulman, 1987) and
Canadian (see Van Fossen, 1990). The Manitoba change was one of several across the
country: Among the changes in teacher education programs at the time were those
ongoing or under consideration in Alberta (Alberta Education, 1995; Anderson, 1987,
Johnson & Skau, 1992), Saskatchewan (Cherland, 1985; Newton, 1994); Ontario

(Berkowitz, 1996; Russell, 1999, 2001), and Nova Scotia (Education Review Team,




1994).

More directly, the Faculty worked within the supports and constraints of the
provincial government that had its own agendas governing elementary and secondary
education (Manitoba Education and Training, 1994, 19952, 1995b) and postsecondary
education (University Education Review Commission, 1993). Agendas from the
Manitoba Teachers’ Society (1998) also made an impact on the Faculty’s decisions. The
University of Manitoba itself had new agendas, formally laid out by its Task Force on
Strategic Planning (University of Manitoba, 1997a, 1997b, 1998), that its Faculty of
Education was expected to account for in planning.

Manitoba’s instructors currently work within the agendas of all these general
administrative bodies and also within the jurisdictions of their own particular fields.
Instructors in language arts and literacy education work within the influences of a group
called the Western Canadian Protocol for Collaboration in Basic Education. Comprised
of ministers of education from the governments of the provinces of Alberta, British
Columbia, Manitoba, Saskatchewan as well as the Northwest Territories and Yukon
Territory (the territories as they existed at the time; Western Canadian Protocol, 2001),
this group, commonly called the “Western Consortium,” decided formally in December
of 1993 to collaborate in establishing a common base for all curricula from kindergarten
to grade 12. A few years later The Common Curriculum Framework for English
Language Arts Kindergarten to Grade 12 (Western Canadian Protocol for Collaboration
in Basic Education, 1996, 1998) was developed to guide all future curriculum planning of

English language arts in Western Canada. (According to Iveson [2000], the earlier




document included a draft section for grades 10 to 12 that was adopted in 1998). Each
provincial department of education has based its curriculum planning for all English
language arts instruction directly on this common document.

Another ever-present factor in the work of teacher educators is that of the media.
Especially when results of large-scale assessments or new educational tax levies are
announced, attention is directed to the inadequacies of schools, teachers, and universities.
However, in spite of these general cries of anguish and outpourings of prescriptions, very
little attention has been directed to the day-to-day activities of instructors in preservice
curriculum and instruction courses. Although many teachers willingly return to their
faculties of education for further course work (e.g., Sutton, 1998), and although, as in the
Manitoba example, suggestions have been made to the provincial government to require
particular types of upgrading and to tie that upgrading to salary increases (Scurfield,
1998), for many teachers their preservice course in a particular subject area may be their
only formal opportunity to learn what to teach in that area, the ways in which teaching
might happen in that area, and the theoretical rationale for particular approaches. In
preservice courses teachers encounter ideas and materials to take with them into their
earliest years of practice, ideas and materials that will, in large part, form their view of
that subject area and their facility with it, and that may well constitute the whole of their
formal encounters with that field. One university instructor might help over a hundred
preservice teachers each year to learn elements of curriculum and instruction in a given
subject, and each of those hundred may go on to teach twenty-five children per year for a

decade or two or three, sometimes with no additional formal learning in that subject.
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In spite of the importance of these pivotal preservice C&I courses, the specific
aspects of what occurs in them are rarely investigated. Even at the level of teacher
education reform within an institution, the details of what happens in course work are
often left to the discretion of whoever is charged with teaching the courses from year to
year. Preservice teachers may fall victim to the stagnation that can accompany a retiring
professor’s teaching or to the willfulness of a professor exercising academic freedom.
While the instructional force often includes competent full professors with decades of
experience and expertise, often too, it may include sessional instructors or graduate
students, bright, hardworking, and eager to learn, but not necessarily well supported as
they carry out the decision making necessary to develop sound courses for higher
education. They may be skilled at working with children, or they may be skilled at
scholarship, but neither of these aptitudes guarantees success in teaching adult preservice
professionals. Sometimes one’s only support is a set of previous years’ course outlines
and a small selection of recent texts, with the vague suggestion to follow whatever
aspects of them that one wishes.

Though many people believe that the task of a university-level instructor is to
prepare lectures and to repeat them annually to adoring mobs of hopeful students, the task
of teaching anything in higher education has always been complex, and is becoming
increasingly so. The study that I have conducted highlights some of that complexity.
Instructors in any professional faculty must follow their profession at the same time as
they lead it, must keep abreast of innovations while they themselves research innovations

of their own and produce the scholarship to disseminate their results, must navigate
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technological changes, sociocultural changes, pedagogical and androgogical changes, all
within a climate of increasing public accountability and decreasing resources.

I believe that knowledge about the state of the art of LA C&I in Canadian
preservice teacher education might be of direct use to several groups of people. Primarily,
of course, it will be of use to instructors of such courses in comparing their own work to
that of their country’s colleagues. The study will give them a gauge against which to
appraise their own work and also an overview of alternatives available for course
planning. Instructors’ decisions will, in turn, be important to their students, the preservice
teachers, and ultimately, to Canada’s children. Canadian teacher educators and
researchers in disciplines beyond language arts and those outside of Canada may find the
result of the present study of interest for comparative purposes. Instructors and program
planners from any professional faculty could find parallels herein to their own courses as
could any university personnel interested in university-level teaching. Curriculum
theorists and graduate students in education might also take direction from the findings of
the present study.

Outside the university milieu, this study could be of interest to classroom teachers
immersed in language and literacy education or to those working as collaborating teachers
in preservice practica, as well as to their administrators. The study will provide them an
overview of current C&I content as offered to preservice teachers. Furthermore, the
results of this study could help the general public to recognize the scope of responsibility
involved in the overall work of preservice instructors and in the vast amounts of very

specific decision making involved in any one year when teaching a particular course.
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Last, this study provides a starting point for future research. It invites many kinds
of follow-up work including studies about individual instructors’ decision-making
practices, rationales for course development, and implementation practices, and
preservice teachers’ views about courses. As well, the present study invites comparison

studies and critiques of its methodology and analyses.

Definitions’

Below are several definitions that governed my study. Any term provided within
the text of a definition (in bold print, on first use) has a definition of its own that should
also be considered as relevant to understanding the term being defined. Except where
indicated, definitions are my own, and are provided here as used in the present study.
Bachelor’s Degree — A designation recognizing the successful completion of an initial

program of postsecondary study in a specific discipline. In the field of

preservice teacher education, a student might enter directly from high school and
receive a Bachelor of Education degree upon completion. Alternately, a student
might require a bachelor’s degree (usually a bachelor’s degree in Arts, Science,

Physical Education, or Fine Arts), in order to be admitted to a program, but would

then receive a second bachelor’s degree, a Bachelor of Education, upon successful

completion of that program. Some institutions are currently designating such an

Education degree as a master’s degree.

For definitions of terms that appear in the Main Coding Instrument, please refer to
Appendix F, Specific Guidelines for Decision Making during Coding.
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C&I - See Curriculum and Instruction.

Certification — See Teacher Certification.

Class — See Section.

Component — A subsection of a postsecondary course. A component may have its own
instructor and its own course syllabus, or one or more components may be
taught by the same instructor or instructional team using only one syllabus for
the entire course. For the purposes of this study, an LA C&I component was
considered as a course.

Course — A short time of postsecondary study, usually lasting less than one calendar
year, that has a specific title, a specific focus, and that comprises part of a larger
program, and for which official course credit is received upon successful
completion. The content of a course is severely limited in relation to the entire
scope of a field of study because there is usually a fixed amount of time available
for the teaching of it.

Course Outline — See Course Syllabus.

Course Syllabus — A written document, made available by an instructor or
instructional team to each student in a course of study at a postsecondary
institution, that summarizes the instructor’s purposes, intents, and requirements
for the course, especially requirements concerning student evaluation. The
syllabus is an official institutional document. A course syllabus is often called a

“course outline.”
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Curriculum and Instruction — In a program of studies in a Faculty of Education, the
portion of the program involving what is to be taught and how one might best
teach it, often as distinct from portions of the program involving educational
psychology, educational foundations, or the practicum. A curriculum and
instruction course may be general (as in “Models of Instruction” or “Planning
Thematic Units”) or subject-specific (as in “Elementary Science Curriculum and
Instruction” or “Teaching Mathematics in the Middle Years”). Curriculum and

A1)

instruction courses are also known as “methods courses,” “methodology courses,”
or by the abbreviation “C&I” and its variants (e.g., CI, C/T).

Doctor of Education Degree — A designation recognizing the successful completion of
an advanced program of postsecondary study in the specific discipline of
Education, usually the terminal program. A master’s degree is generally required
for admission. This degree is often referred to by its initials Ed.D. An Ed.D. is
often considered equivalent to a Ph.D., the former said to be more concerned with
practice and the latter, with theory.

Doctor of Philosophy Degree — A designation recognizing the successful completion of
an advanced program of postsecondary study in a specific discipline, usually the
terminal program. A master’s degree is generally required for admission. This
degree is often referred to by its initials Ph.D., from its Latin equivalent,
Philosophiae Doctor. Also see Doctor of Education Degree.

Early Years — A level of schooling for students from nursery to grade 4 (abbreviated as

—4), and, in parallel, a program of teacher preparation. Early Years preservice
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teachers are those whose education is designed specifically to prepare them to
teach in the Early Years. Some schools, school divisions, or provinces do not
acknowledge the nursery level at all and some characterize Early Years as
spanning kindergarten to grade 3 (K-3) or kindergarten to grade 5 (K-5). Age
levels matching Early Years are ages 4 to 9.

Ed.D. —- See Doctor of Education Degree.

ELA - See English Language Arts.

Elective Course — A postsecondary course that a student may complete in order to
graduate from a program, but which is not required for graduation. If a course is
not elective, it is a mandatory course. An elective course may also be called a
“non-required course,” a “recommended course,” or a “complementary course.”
Any particular course may be mandatory for students in one program and elective
for students in another program. For the purposes of the present study, elective
courses were not considered if they were not mandatory for any program. Any
elective course was considered as mandatory in cases where it was required that
one or more course(s) (of a choice of two or more courses) must be successfully
completed to complete a degree program.

Elementary — A level of schooling for students from kindergarten to grade 6 (abbreviated
as K-6), and, in parallel, a program of teacher preparation. Elementary
preservice teachers are those whose education is designed specifically to prepare
them 