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Understanding Readers’ Understand-
ing (Tierney, Anders, & Mitchell, 1986) 
and Literacy Development of Students 
in Urban Schools: Research and Pol-
icy (Flood & Anders, 2005). In addition, 
she served as section coeditor with Vicki 
Risko for the Handbook of Reading Dis-
abilities (McGill- Franzen & Allington, 
2010). Professional service is extremely 
important to Dr. Anders: she is an elected 

member and treasurer of the Reading Hall of Fame; 
past president, secretary and a fellow of the National 
Council of Research on Language and Literacy; past 
president of the Literacy Research Association; and 
former member of the board of directors of the Inter-
national Literacy Association.

This conversation was recorded on June 4, 2019 
and was edited for publication.

Jennifer D. Turner (JDT): I am so excited 
to talk with you today, Dr. Anders. Your award- 
winning research on teacher beliefs and how 
they relate to practice (Richardson, Anders, 
Tidwell, & Lloyd, 1991) has made important 
contributions to the reading !eld. Tell us more 
about this groundbreaking study.

This column offers insights from 
Dr. Patricia Anders on the ways that 
research can lead to transformative 
changes in K– 8 teachers’ beliefs and 
practices.  She is Professor Emerita and 
Jewell Lewis Distinguished Professor 
of Reading in Teaching, Learning & 
Sociocultural Studies at the University 
of Arizona. Her research agenda focuses 
on (1)  students’ language and literacy 
development (particularly in the disciplines) and 
reading comprehension; (2) teachers’ beliefs, the-
ories and practices, especially those related to the 
teaching of literacy across the curriculum/academic 
literacies; (3) school leadership and professional 
development; and (4) adult, family, community, 
and workplace literacies. Dr. Anders and her col-
leagues were awarded the American Educational 
Research Association (AERA) Division K Research 
in Teacher Education Award for their article, “The 
Relationship between Teachers’ Beliefs and Prac-
tices in Reading Comprehension” in the American 
Educational Research Journal (Richardson, Anders, 
Tidwell, & Lloyd, 1991). Dr. Anders has also pub-
lished several books including Literacy Instruction 
in the Content Areas (Anders & Guzzetti, 2005), 

In this column, Patricia Anders explains the relationship  
between teacher beliefs and practices and their  

impact on teacher change. 

Jennifer D. Turner

Transforming Teachers’ Beliefs  
and Practices through Research:  

Insights from Patricia Anders
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were most common, evaluative statements were 
also frequent and passionately expressed, but 
often only loosely connected to teaching read-
ing. Interestingly, empirical statements were the 
least often expressed. We theorized that if we 
could increase the empirical reasoning used to 
explain the teaching of reading, we could change 
teaching practices and that was what we found.

JDT: It sounds like teachers’ empirical 
beliefs are the ones that we really want to shape 
their practice in the classroom. How do we help 
teachers move toward these empirical- based 
beliefs where they are thinking about and using 
research for good teaching?

PA: School leadership and staff develop-
ment are key. School leaders who promote 
teacher agency and re#ection about their actions 
by encouraging teacher collaboration, teacher 
research, and inquiry are more likely to create 
opportunities for empirical reasoning. Re#ec-
tion and collaborative research require thinking, 
writing, and talking about why certain actions 
may result in particular outcomes. One of our 
schools had such a leader, but the teachers did 
not trust her to be truthful. The other school had 
a very authoritarian, top- down type of leader. 
The teachers appreciated the opportunity to get 
out of the school, meet at my home, and discuss 
their reading instructional issues. Interestingly, 
those seven teachers requested and were granted 
transfers to new schools after our staff devel-
opment. They explained to us that they wanted 
to teach in a school that was collaborative and 
encouraged teacher research.

Staff development framed by a practical 
argument perspective is a unique approach. Our 
study demonstrated that, above all, the research 
literature presented and discussed must be rele-
vant and meaningful to teachers. To demonstrate 
this, I’ll share how we carried out the staff de-
velopment: To prepare for the staff development, 
we reviewed the literature on research- based 
reading classroom practices and categorized 
the practices into seventeen different themes. 
For example, one theme was prior knowledge; 
there’s a legacy of studies related to practices 
that activate, instantiate, and connect students’ 
prior knowledge to something being read. An-
other theme was visualization and that research 
literature articulated another set of practices. 

Patricia Anders (PA): In response to a 
call for proposals to answer the question “Why 
don’t teachers use research- based practices?” 
we investigated thirty- nine grades 4 through 6 
teachers’ beliefs about teaching reading compre-
hension. We theorized that teachers’ beliefs im-
pact the ways that they organize the classroom, 
create the classroom climate, select pedagogical 
materials and activities, and make curricular and 
assessment decisions.

It is worth mentioning that we didn’t de!ne 
teacher beliefs as a translation of knowledge 
into practice. Rather, we de!ned reading teach-
ers’ beliefs as emanating from their reasons for 
teaching reading in particular ways. To frame 
our study, we used Tom Green’s (1971) and 
Gary Fenstermacher’s (1978, 1986) scholarship 
on Aristotle’s Practical Argument. We catego-
rized teacher belief statements as being one 
of four types of belief statements: evaluative, 
stipulative, situational, and empirical. Evalua-
tive statements describe and re#ect morals and 
values. If teachers value diversity of opinion, 
for example, they would be likely to make sure 
that differing opinions are voiced in the class-
room. Stipulative statements re#ect the ways 
that teachers de!ne a phenomenon. For example, 
in terms of reading, some teachers believe that 
oral reading is the same as silent reading, so 
when they hear a student read aloud, they draw 
conclusions about the student’s silent reading. 
Situational statements are beliefs about how 
certain situations in#uence teaching and learn-
ing. For example, a teacher may say, “Things 
are going to be crazy today, it was a full moon 
last night.” Another example would be a teacher 
who explains a dif!cult day of teaching due to 
the weather (e.g., the rain). Finally, empirical 
statements are beliefs that are based on testable 
or observable assumptions; that is, those beliefs 
that are justi!able on the basis of evidence.

The data we collected included one- on- one 
belief interviews, videotaped classroom obser-
vations, and recorded professional development 
group sessions. We also recorded discussions 
with each teacher regarding his or her recorded 
videotaped observation. To analyze those data 
sources, we pulled statements from each teacher 
and categorized them based on the four types of 
practical argument belief statements. We found 
that while stipulative and situational statements 
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to more easily visualize the practice in their 
particular classroom context. In that way, the 
teachers were forming empirical beliefs based 
on research- based principles and practices.

JDT: That’s a really interesting point. Your 
staff development experiences seem quite 
similar to the work that teacher  educators are 
doing in university methods courses; we are also 
trying to help preservice teachers translate some 
of those research- based practices within the 
particular context of their classrooms. Based on 
your experiences as both a staff developer and 
teacher  educator, what strategies are effective 
for helping teachers learn more about research- 
based practices?

PA: We have some, but very limited, empiri-
cal knowledge about strategies that are reported-
ly successful for helping future teachers to teach 
reading. This lack of evidence underscores our 
!eld’s desperate need for more adequate resourc-
es supporting teacher  education. As our hand-
book chapter (Anders, Hoffman, & Duffy, 2000) 
demonstrates, we have a long history of teacher 
 educator programs not having necessary resourc-
es. For example, we don’t have enough research 
on teacher  education to inform teacher  education 
programs, which means we lack intellectual re-
sources. In addition, policy resources are limited 
because state departments of education have 
adopted outcomes and expectations for particu-
lar classes and programs limiting the choices and 
agency available to teacher  education faculty. 
These inadequate resources become constraints 
that interfere with teacher  education faculty tak-
ing responsibility for their teaching and having 
the time and the space to do the work that needs 
to be done for preservice teachers to understand 
their beliefs in relationship to their context.

JDT: I agree.

PA: On the other hand, teacher  education 
programs can’t stop trying. We may not have the 
resources we need, but there are things we can 
do. One idea is to rethink our teacher  preparation 
curriculum: How do teacher  educators use 
research in our methods courses and in our 
programs? Do we teach our preservice teachers 
to read, respond to, and re#ect on research, or do 
we mainly rely on secondary and tertiary sourc-
es? I realize this is a challenge because most 
programs are packed with requirements, but it 

So, we organized those themes and associated 
practices into a list. At the !rst staff development 
meeting, we gave each teacher a copy of the 
list, asked them to think about it, and come to 
the next meeting with the theme or themes they 
wanted to delve into more deeply.

JDT: Sounds reasonable. What happened?

PA: No one did it [laughing]. That sent 
us back to the drawing board to redesign our 
approach. Our hunch was that research- based 
practices, as they are described in the literature, 
lack context. Research- based practices reported 
in academic journals are necessarily decontextu-
alized and the teachers suspected that particular 
practices would not “work” in their classroom 
because, for example, the students in their class-
room were not “ready” to try something new, or 
because the principal’s expectations might be 
violated, or parents would object. As such, fo-
cusing teachers’ attention on the research reports 
didn’t make much sense.

We envisioned a constructivist program of 
staff development, which would necessarily 
build on teachers’ experiences. Most staff devel-
opment meetings began with teacher- volunteers 
sharing an example of a practice they had imple-
mented during the previous week and re#ecting 
on the effectiveness of their instruction. We 
encouraged the sharing, asked probing ques-
tions, and then inserted the empirical knowledge 
from relevant research. For example, teachers 
might say that they tried a particular strategy, 
but it didn’t work because their students weren’t 
interested. In this case, the fact that teachers are 
saying that the students were disinterested is a 
situational belief; through discussion, Professor 
Virginia Richardson and I would dig deeper into 
that belief. We raised critical questions: Why 
weren’t the students interested? Why is interest 
in doing a practice important? Is interest nec-
essary? How could that practice be changed to 
attract the students’ interest? Did the teacher 
notice differences in students’ responses? Why 
might those differences occur? How did the 
students display their disinterest? As teachers 
responded, we inserted examples of !ndings 
from research. Our critical questions helped 
teachers to re#ect deeply about issues related 
to the teaching of reading. The research reports 
we shared “came alive” and teachers seemed 
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Not surprisingly, teacher  education faculty and 
preservice teachers alike are typically uncom-
fortable dealing with diversity issues.

I am speaking about these programmatic 
issues based on my own experiences at the 
University of Arizona. Our teacher  education 
faculty started to work through these diversity- 
oriented issues and tensions related to “being 
nice not critical.” We have taken strides toward 
developing a culture of critical discussion 
among the teacher  education faculty and stu-
dents. Under the leadership of a new associate 
dean, our teacher  education faculty read and 
discussed Luis Moll and Norma Gonzalez’s 
(1992) funds of knowledge research. These dis-
cussions focused mainly on critical issues, in-
cluding diverse identities of K– 8 students (e.g., 
ethnicity, socio- economic status, language) 
and de!cit perspectives of diverse learners and 
communities that we and our preservice teacher 
might hold. The meetings were sometimes un-
comfortable, but we pushed past the discomfort 
and moved beyond the guise of “being nice,” 
which ultimately helped us to incorporate funds 
of knowledge perspectives into our teacher 
 education classrooms and into our preservice 
teachers’ classrooms. This type of critical re-
#ection requires real faculty commitment. When 
teacher  education faculty are willing to explore 
their beliefs and the impact of their practices, 
it is likely that programmatic transformation 
will occur.

In addition to using the funds of knowledge 
research conducted by Moll and colleagues 
(1992), I encourage teacher  education faculty to 
read the articles in a special issue of Teachers 
College Record that highlight culturally rele-
vant teaching approaches and materials (Allen, 
Hancock, Starker- Glass, & Lewis, 2017; Clark, 
2017; Milner, 2017). These articles are a good 
starting place for teacher  education faculty to 
begin raising critical questions about the skills, 
knowledge, and dispositions that preservice 
teachers need to teach equitably and respon-
sively in diverse school contexts. Critical issues 
related to diversity are essential because, while 
K– 8 schools are quite diverse, our teacher 
 education faculty and programs are not.

Another idea is for teacher  education fac-
ulty to replicate the study that Virginia and I 

would be worthwhile to integrate the reading 
and contextualizing of original research in our 
teacher  education programs.

Second, as teacher  educators, we can be-
come more re#ective and articulate about the 
content knowledge and related practices we 
use in our classes and the cultural norms of our 
programs. Most likely, teacher  educators are 
fairly articulate about the content knowledge of 
their programs and courses, but I wonder if we 
need to be more articulate about the ways our 
programs systematically socialize preservice 
teachers into the profession. I’m particular-
ly concerned that the culture of some teacher 
 education programs encourages preservice 
teachers to be “nice” rather than critical thinkers. 
Sometimes we cultivate a culture in our teacher 
 education programs where those who critique 
theory or raise concerns related to diversity 
are likely to be judged as “rude” or “noncol-
laborative.” As a result, preservice teachers in 
those programs are likely to believe that being 
critical is not socially acceptable because they 
are socialized to “be nice” and not question or 
challenge the practices, policies, and structures 
that are in place.

JDT: Why is this a problem?

PA: Good question. Teacher  educators have 
a responsibility to socialize preservice teachers 
to be professionals. Most programs have en-
trance and sometimes in- progress evaluations of 
preservice teachers’ dispositions toward being 
an educator, but have we provided a curriculum 
to develop the dispositions that we value most? 
Have we integrated pedagogies in our teacher 
 preparation program that nurture professional 
dispositions within preservice teachers? Many 
dispositions that we need to develop within 
preservice teachers relate to teaching children 
from diverse backgrounds, including race, 
gender, language, and socio- economic status. 

When teacher education faculty are willing 
to explore their beliefs and the impact of 

their practices, it is likely that programmatic 
transformation will occur.
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conducted using her book (Richardson, 1994) 
as a starting point. Teacher  education faculty 
could re#ect upon and re!ne their own empiri-
cal beliefs about teaching reading. These kinds 
of resources help teacher  education programs 
to move toward critical thinking and conversa-
tions rather than staying stuck in that culture 
of “niceness.”

Other ideas include asking preservice 
teachers to write in re#ective journals (Bean & 
Zulich, 1991) and to regularly engage them in 
critical dialogue. Teacher  education programs 
might borrow ideas from the communities of 
practice literature and strategically design their 
programs to re#ect the tenets of that literature 
(Mosenthal, 1987). Pam Grossman and col-
leagues (2001) explored the use of these types 
of methods with preservice teachers of writing. 
They conducted a longitudinal study that fol-
lowed preservice teachers into their own class-
rooms. Based on ten descriptive case studies, 
their !ndings suggest that teacher  educators can 
be con!dent that constructivist and re#ective 
teacher  education is a powerful in#uence on 
beginning teachers.

JDT: Are there other critical questions 
that teacher  education programs need to raise, 
especially when we think about preparing urban 
teachers for diverse K– 8 classrooms (Flood & 
Anders, 2005)?

PA: One of the most pressing issues facing 
the !eld is that of teacher recruitment and reten-
tion. As teacher  educators we need to develop 
strategies for “growing our own” future teachers 
in the diverse communities in which we work. 
One idea that is gaining some traction is for a 
school district and college/school of education 
to offer encouragement and !nancial support to 
promising students who make a commitment to 
return to the district to teach upon completion of 
their certi!cation.

Once a teacher is recruited, we need new 
ways to strategize teacher retention. Personally, 
I think supporting and encouraging teacher agen-
cy and re#ection would go a long way toward 
retaining teachers. I think one of the most dis-
turbing current trends is hiring reading teachers 
who are improperly certi!ed. One might think 
that a history major would have some appro-
priate content knowledge if they were teaching 

history in a secondary school; however, reading 
is not a content major in most undergraduate 
schools. Thus, teachers without an elementary 
teacher  education program will have little or any 
knowledge about the teaching of reading.

JDT: You’ve also conducted really wonder-
ful work on disciplinary literacy instruction. 
What are two or three key tools for helping new 
and veteran teachers learn these instructional 
strategies?

PA: Although I have focused on content- 
area literacy instruction for the majority of my 
career, in the last twenty years, I have come to 
understand that the term disciplinary literacy is 
a more accurate description of what I teach and 
research. Disciplinary literacy acknowledges that 
each discipline organizes knowledge in particu-
lar ways, has a specialized vocabulary, and uses 
language conventions particular to the discipline. 
Further, each discipline has its own culture, com-
plete with artifacts and traditions. Language and 
literacy are tools used to immerse oneself in the 
discipline. These peculiarities of each discipline 
call for practices or strategies to engage ideas. 
Hence, the !rst tool to help teachers learn disci-
plinary literacy is to take a deep dive into the par-
ticular language and literacy conventions of their 
discipline, like history or science. We encourage 
teachers to consider questions such as, How do 
experts in that discipline read disciplinary texts? 
What are the conventions of writing? What prac-
tices are employed by scholars and practitioners 
in the discipline and in which contexts?

I have found that teachers learn to use dis-
ciplinary literacy successfully when they col-
laborate with other disciplinary colleagues. By 
working collaboratively, teachers hear different 
perspectives about meaningful texts and are 
more likely to implement instructional strategies 
that support K– 8 students’ construction of mean-
ing in the discipline. As a literacy scholar, the 
courses I have developed and the research I have 
conducted demonstrates that when teachers are 
able to deconstruct the ways language is used in 
their discipline, they are able to design and adapt 
instructional strategies to support their students’ 
engagement in the content.

JDT: As we close our time together today, 
could you talk about the projects that you’re cur-
rently working on related to teacher learning?
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instruction instead of subject- area instruction. 
The consequence of this law was an increase in 
Latinx student dropout rates and relationships 
between community members and the school 
became strained. One of the reasons the law was 
able to pass is that community members didn’t 
have an argument to vote against it. A signi!cant 
part of our literacy council work, then, has been 
to share information about language and literacy 
with the community so they are more knowl-
edgeable voters and community members, and 
they can advocate for more effective instruction 
for their children.

Finally, in my work with the literacy zones, 
I’ve noticed that some teachers, and even some 
community members, express de!cit perspec-
tives about their students and neighborhoods. 
The literacy council has really helped to disrupt 
and challenge these de!cit perspectives. When 
community stakeholders learn new information 
about the literacy resources within their own 
neighborhoods, and they recognize that they can 
come together to advocate for more equitable 
instruction for their children, they begin to move 
away from de!cit thinking and consider new 
possibilities that value and enhance their own 
community literacy.

JDT: Your community literacy research is so 
inspiring! Thank you so much for sharing your 
work with me today.

PA: Thank you.
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