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When the form stands in the way of
content � a study of student teachers’
reading practices

Ela Sjølie$+

Abstract

Even though recurring criticism has been directed against the academic part of teacher education,

little research has focused on student teachers as they engage in their academic studies. Reporting

on a study of 53 Norwegian student teachers, this article explores student teachers’ reading practices

in university courses in education. The study draws on the notion of approaches to learning as

a particularly influential perspective in research on higher education. The findings reveal that

the student teachers predominantly apply a deep approach to learning (with the aim to understand)

and that writing academic texts in particular acts as an enabler of this approach. However, the

participants also reported considerable difficulties with reading pedagogical literature. The article

suggests that, in order to understand the persistent criticism against teacher education, there is

a need to pay explicit attention to supporting student teachers in dealing with different text genres

and texts from different academic disciplines. It also suggests that the important factor in students’

engagement with theory is not necessarily that it can be used immediately in the classroom, but that

they recognise themselves as persons. Finally, the article raises a question about the balance between

breadth and depth in the university courses.

Keywords: teacher education, pre-service teachers, student teachers, approaches to learning,
academic literacies, learning practices, higher education

Introduction

‘‘The form you guys use in your articles gets in the way of the content!’’. This

comment about pedagogical literature was made when I was teaching a group of

student teachers in a Postgraduate Certificate in Education course. Two things about

that brief comment caught my attention. First, the way the student said ‘‘you guys’’ �

with me being one of them � indicated that he did not consider himself as part of the

same community. Second, it once again confirmed my impression that many of our

students experience difficulties with reading pedagogical literature, and that they tend

to have little confidence in the authors.

Through the decades, the academic part of teacher education has been the target

of criticism from fresh graduates, school administrators, politicians and researchers

alike. The main criticism relates to the academic part of teacher education: that
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teacher education is overly theoretical and distant from practice. Research repeatedly

shows that student teachers struggle with contradictory realities of teaching and

learning (Britzman 2003). At the same time, particularly in the Scandinavian countries,

teacher education has increasingly become an academic discipline. It is widely

believed that teachers need a sound theoretical base in education as well as in subject

disciplines (Floden and Meniketti 2005) � a belief that seems to be shared by

Norwegian student teachers (Roness 2011, Sjølie 2014).

Although the criticism has been directed against the academic part of studies,

little research has focused on student teachers as learners in higher education, i.e.

how they work with their academic studies and the challenges they encounter.

Research on student teachers’ learning in university courses has been dominated by

small-scale studies on innovative teaching methods (see the review by Cochran-Smith

and Zeichner 2005). Further, research on teacher education has been largely isolated

from research on student learning in higher education (Grossman and McDonald

2008).

The focus of this article is on student teachers’ reading practices in terms of

support and challenges. The study is set in a Norwegian secondary teacher education

programme and draws upon perspectives from student learning in higher education

as well as research on genre effects on higher education students. The study aims to

understand the student teacher perspective

Reading in higher education

A particularly influential perspective in research on student learning in higher

education is the notion of approaches to learning. The main concern within this

line of research is how to design teaching and learning environments that encourage

‘good learning behaviour’. ‘Good learning behaviour’ is mainly associated with a deep

approach to learning as opposed to a surface approach to learning � a distinction that

originates from Marton and Säljö’s (1997, 1976) research in Sweden in the 1970s.

Approaches to learning are usually described as being guided by the student’s

intention, characterised by certain learning strategies, and also reflecting a particular

kind of motivation. A deep approach is seen as guided by intrinsic motivation and

the intention to understand ideas and seek meaning. Using this approach, students

adopt strategies that include relating ideas, looking for patterns and underlying

principles, and seeing tasks as making up a whole (Prosser and Trigwell 1999).

A surface approach, on the other hand, is guided by extrinsic motivation and the

intention to meet the course requirements with minimum effort (Entwistle and

Peterson 2004). The strategies applied are directed towards memorising facts and

carrying out procedures. Some researchers (see Tait et al. 1998) also operate with

a third approach, a strategic approach. A strategic approach includes the influence

assessment has on students’ studying, and the intention to do as well as possible in a
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course. It ismore an approach to studying rather than learning as it involves the ability

to switch between deep and surface approaches (Volet and Chalmers 1992).

Through extensive research over the last 30�40 years it has been empirically

established that a deep approach leads to high learning outcomes and a surface

approach to poor ones (see, e.g., Diseth and Martinsen 2003; Diseth 2007; Kember

and Leung 1998; Lizzio et al. 2002; Pettersen 2010; Prosser and Trigwell 1999;

Richardson 2000; Trigwell and Prosser 1991). While the original studies by Marton

and Säljö focused solely on reading, the notion of deep and surface approaches to

learning now comprises a larger framework that includes a broad range of concepts

describing learning and teaching in higher education (see Biggs and Tang 2011;

Entwistle, 2009; Prosser and Trigwell 1999; Richardson 2011).

Studies on reading that build upon the original research by Marton and Säljö have

shown that a deep approach might be a necessary but not a sufficient condition for

understanding a text (Marton et al. 1992; Marton and Wenestam 1988). Following

this line, Francis and Hallam (2000) explored how students studying for higher

degrees in education understood different text types. They found that the ability

to deal with text genre is another necessary condition for thorough understanding.

The students in their studies attributed difficulties with reading to aspects of the

style, organisation and language of the text. A frequently reported effect was to skip

or ignore texts that at first sight appeared to be difficult to understand. The authors

also reported that, rather than considering the idea that texts can be written in

different ways for different purposes, the students simply blamed authors for poor and

unclear writing (Francis andHallam 2000). Their studies imply that prior experiences

(alsowithin the academy)may not be suitable for new texts or new courses. They stress

that it is important that awareness of genre be cultivated in relation to the texts used

within the very practices of learning and teaching (Francis and Hallam 2000; Hallam

and Francis 1998). Their studies also imply that switching between different academic

disciplines � involving different text genres � should be paid particular attention.

Subject discipline as an important contextual factor is also emphasised within the

approaches to learning literature. An array of studies indicates that the academic

discipline has a direct effect on how students approach learning (Eklund-Myrskog

1996; Lawless and Richardson 2004; Sadlo and Richardson 2003; Vermunt 2005).

The different nature of subject disciplines involves different processes that are

involved in deep learning (Entwistle 2009). Lawless and Richardson (2004)

explained this as well-established ‘‘house-styles’’, which arrange for and reward

certain orientations or approaches. There has, however, been little attention to the

fact that students need to switch between these different house-styles and that there

are differences not only between different disciplines but also within courses

and modules (Lea and Street, 2000). Student teachers in particular must navigate

among different academic disciplines � between different school subjects as well as

between the school subjects and educational studies. Further, literature in education
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draws upon different traditions such as psychology, philosophy, sociology and

history, which means the students are expected to deal with many different text

genres in their coursework.

Meaning and relevance

The main aspect of a deep approach to learning is the focus on ‘meaning’. A deep

approach is defined as including a search for personal meaning based on intrinsic

interest, curiosity and a desire and ability to relate learning to personal experience

(Prosser and Trigwell 1999). Haggis (2003) notes that ‘meaning’ is an extremely

general term that can be interpreted in a variety of ways. Often, meaning is

interpreted as finding the ‘correct’ connections, exemplified by Marton and Saljö

(1997, 43) when they refer to students ‘‘who did not get the point’’ and McLean

(2001) who notes that ‘‘a meaningful experience is thus likely to arise only once a

student has been able to grasp the principles’’. Although the literature largely argues

for a constructivist view of learning, in which the students construct their own

point of view and develop a critical disposition, there are nonetheless some correct

answers. On the other hand, it is perfectly permissible to criticise authority as long as

the criticism is well argued and done in a correct way. Laurillard (2002) points to

the paradox that ‘‘we want all our students to learn the same thing, yet we want each

to make it their own’’. This understanding of meaning is highly constrained by

disciplinary boundaries, cultural norms and assessment mechanisms (Haggis 2003).

The search for meaning is a general characteristic of human beings, which means

that personal meaning can be tied up with many aspects of life that are not directly

connected to studying. Perhaps studying is only a small part of whatever meaningful

activities a person is engaged in (Haggis 2003). In teacher education, the debate

revolves considerably around ‘relevance’. Claiming that something is ‘irrelevant’ is

akin to saying that it does not feel meaningful. Based on the persisting criticism

that much of what is taught in teacher education is irrelevant, the topic of relevance

and meaning will be a particular focus when analysing the students’ stories about

their reading.

The study

The data for this study have been collected from a whole-year cohort of 53 student

teachers from a five-year secondary teacher education programme in Norway. In

this programme, the students are provided with teacher education combined with a

Master’s degree in one academic subject as well as one year’s study in a secondary

subject. The academic subjects are studied within the ordinary Bachelor or Master’s

programmes of each academic discipline, while two terms � the fifth and the eighth1

� are dedicated in full to coursework in education.
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The main assessment form in this programme is a portfolio, and the students are

assessed in three different courses: pedagogy and subject didactics2 in two different

(and separately assessed) school subjects. The portfolio consists of written assign-

ments in which the students are expected to reflect upon practical experiences or

educational issues in light of theoretical perspectives from their university courses.

The portfolio also includes an R&D project in which the students do research on

their own practices. In addition to the portfolio, the students have a written test in

each of the subjects after the fifth term of the programme. Due to changes being

made in the assessment form in this particular year, half the participants also had

an oral exam in pedagogy, while the other half only had the portfolio. The data were

collected at the end of the eighth term, just before they were about to finish their

exams. The research question that has guided the analysis is: How do student

teachers describe their reading practices?

Data collection and analysis

The main data comprise six focus group interviews with 18 student teachers (three in

each focus group). Focus groups were selected to better stimulate discussion.

Kitzinger (1995) notes that the interaction between participants in a focus group

highlights their view of the world, the language they use about various topics and

their values and beliefs about particular situations. Group processes can help

people discover and elucidate their views in ways that cannot be done in individual

interviews. Through sharing views and experiences and asking each other questions

in the group, forgotten nuances may be activated and understandings can be re-

evaluated and reconsidered (Catterall and Maclaran 1997).

The selection process was based on an open invitation, and a mix of subject

disciplines was secured.3 The interviews, which each lasted between 90 and 120

minutes, were semi-structured with open-ended questions to facilitate group

discussion. The interviews covered different aspects of the student teachers’ learning

practices, including questions about experiences from the practicum and questions

about being a university student. The transcripts were analysed in full, but the

findings presented in this article are predominantly from those parts where the

students were asked about their reading and writing practices. The questions focused

particularly on reading, and two specific texts from the students’ reading list were

used as the background for an opening question. The students talked about how they

usually go with respect to reading and writing assignments as well as relating this to

their overall experiences with their academic studies.

In addition to the focus groups, the whole-year cohort was asked to fill out a

questionnaire. The questionnaire combined the Approaches and Study Skills Inventory

for Students (ASSIST) (Tait et al. 1998) and the Course Evaluation Questionnaire

(CEQ) (Ramsden 1991). Both of these inventories have been translated and validated
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in a Norwegian context (Diseth 2001; Pettersen, 2007). To secure a high participation

rate, an agreement with the teachers of the pedagogy course was made so that the

questionnaire could be filled out during a workshop. I was present at all workshop

groups to inform the students about the procedure (e.g. that participation was

voluntary) and to be available for questions. Due to absences on that particular day,

53 out of the whole-year cohort of 59 students completed the questionnaire. The

questionnaire was filled out before the focus groups so that I could identify possible

topics to investigate in more depth during the conversations.

The questionnaire

The intended use of the questionnaire was to use descriptive analysis to describe the

study approaches of this particular group and also to analyse possible relationships

between these approaches and contextual factors such as perceived quality of

teaching and conceptions of learning. However, the theoretical underpinnings of

the questionnaire turned out to be difficult to reproduce. A factor analysis only

reproduced two of the main factors: deep and strategic approaches to learning. It

was not possible to demonstrate a surface approach to learning by using the ASSIST

items.4 One explanation for the lack of any clear surface approach can probably

be found in the fact that the assessment form (portfolio) did not ask for facts or

reproduction. A surface approach might therefore not be present among these

students. Further, factor analysis and validity tests indicated that the questions

relating to the surface approach might not have made much sense to the students

and therefore might have been interpreted in different ways. For example, the

statement ‘‘Much of what I’m studying makes little sense: it’s like unrelated bits and

pieces’’ can also apply to students who have a deep approach to learning. As will be

discussed in the findings section, the students reported considerable problems in

dealing with the language in pedagogical literature. They might want to understand

and to search for meaning, but are unable to find it. The data sample is not large

enough to go into a deeper analysis of the reliability of the instrument, and the

results from the questionnaire therefore merely serve as a background for the

discussion of the findings.

Descriptive statistics for the deep and strategic approaches are given in Table 1. As

seen in the table, the students reported that they were predominantly oriented

towards a deep approach, but also a strategic one (1�totally agree, 5�totally

disagree). Of the 53 students, only three students had a mean value above 3 (the

neutral value) for a deep approach.

Data analysis of the interviews

All interviews were conducted and transcribed verbatim by the author. The interviews

were anonymised and imported into NVivo. Although the theoretical framework
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of approaches to learning informed parts of the data collection, the intention was

to remain open to the student perspective. The analysis was therefore conducted

using a conventional qualitative content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). In

this kind of analysis, themes are identified directly from the text data without

imposing preconceived theoretical perspectives. Initial (or open) coding, categorisa-

tion and abstraction (Saldaña 2009) were used to search for patterns within the

data. Two main categories emerged from the analysis: filter and depth strategies

for reading. These categories were then analysed in the context of approaches to

learning.

Findings

In light of approaches to learning, the overall finding from the interviews is that

the students are oriented towards meaning and understanding, which supports

the findings from the questionnaire and the problems of reproducing the surface

approach. The overall aim of the students is to understand the texts they read,

and there were no signs of surface approaches in the students’ descriptions of their

reading. The spontaneous answers about their reading practices were, however,

related to the question of whether the students should bother to read the text at

all. The findings indicate strategic behaviour that seemed to be guided by various

factors. Due to this strategic behaviour, I have labelled the students’ reading

behaviour as strategies.

Two main groups of reading strategies were identified: filter and depth strategies.

Generally, filter strategies were applied first and then, depending on the situation,

depth strategies were applied or not applied. In other words, all participants used a

combination of filter and depth strategies, but depth strategies were only applied to

selected texts. Filter strategies can be interpreted as a strategic approach as the

students used filter strategies to decide if they should bother to read the text more in

depth or not. However, it can be better understood as a combination of a search for

meaning and pragmatic (or strategic) consideration. The depth strategies have

much in common with a deep approach. How the students worked with texts was

influenced by personal or intrinsic factors as well as external or contextual factors

of the programme. In the following, the influence of these factors will be presented

in detail. Figure 1 shows an overview of influencing factors and strategies that

emerged as patterns from the students’ statements.

Table 1. Descriptive analysis for the deep approach and the surface approach (1�totally

agree, 3�unsure, 5�totally disagree). Sum scores for each subscale and approach were

calculated and normalised.

Mean SD

Deep approach 2.28 0.41

Strategic approach 2.59 0.52
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External factors

Every time I read it is for a particular purpose, whether this is going to be tested in the exam,

or it is needed for writing an assignment or that it is simply important for me now. There

is so much of the syllabus that I have not read at all that probably would have been very

interesting. (Fanny)

Fanny sums up very well the essence of what the students say about their reading.

They were guided by time since time limited how much they were able to read,

and forced them to prioritise and make pragmatic choices to cope with the here and

now. The perceived workload of these students was generally very high (Sjølie and

Østern, forthcoming). Rather than taking a surface approach, which is the approach

associated with a high workload in the literature, Fanny illustrates how she chose

to read only parts of the syllabus (the first stage in Figure 1).

In addition to time, three other factors were identified as influencing the choice of

applying depth strategies or not: written assignments, preparation for workshops,

and exams or reading lists.

Written assignments

Written assignments were undoubtedly the most decisive factor for the students

to work with the text in a ‘deep’ way. When reading with a particular assignment

in mind, they reported working with the text in greater depth; they claimed to

seek to understand, to critically examine arguments, to relate with other ideas

(practical experiences or literature), to create their own understanding, and they

wanted to be able to use the theory independently. These aspects can also be

recognised from the ASSIST questionnaire under a deep approach to learning.

Figure 1. Patterns in the students’ reading practices.
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Below is an extract of the data material that illustrates the effect of having to

write an assignment:

The only time I read difficult texts that are relevant is when I know I need it for something,

whether it is for an assignment or if I’m going to be assessed on it in some way. I had this

article . . . I had to read it for the assignment in mathematics didactics. It had this model

in it, which is very complicated. But I liked it and I kind of saw that it could be used. So I

had to force myself through this heavy academic text and understand it. I think I spent

a whole day trying to understand what was in that article. The article was only six pages

or something, but I kind of had to force myself through it because I wanted to use it. If it

hadn’t been for that, I would just have skimmed through it. (Ben)

It was the combination of reading and writing that was seen as most meaningful

to the students. Having a topic in mind made it easier to focus their reading, and

writing about the topic helped them use what they had read and formulate their

understanding. However, there was an interesting shift of perspective when they

changed from talking primarily about reading to talking primarily about writing

assignments for the portfolio. When they talked about their reading, the focus was

chiefly on understanding and the search for meaning, and writing was almost

without exception described as an enabler for achieving a thorough understanding

of the topic. When they switched to talking about writing, the focus was primarily

on assessment (to show what they had learned) and on the difficulties they had

encountered when trying to learn how to write academic texts.

The students mainly reported that it was difficult to understand what char-

acterises a good text, especially because this seemed to be different between the

courses, depending on the teacher. It could apply both to the structure and content

of the text, but also to the ‘style of writing’. Some said writing became more a matter

of learning the ‘academic game’ than about demonstrating understanding. One

example is Kenneth:

I get the feeling that it does not test my ability to use the literature as much as my ability to

cram in names. So . . . namedropping, and then I kind of like blaaah [. . .] Yeah, I made

duplicate references. You want more references, I’ll give you some. It’s not difficult, I’ll just

use the theoretical material. (Kenneth)

Preparation for workshops

The second factor with the potential of influencing the students’ reading practice

in a positive way was pre-readings for workshops. When reading was part of the

preparation for workshops, the students reported they did not read in depth as much

as they did when they were working with written assignments; all the same, their

aim was to understand the main message of the texts. The discussions in the

workshops helped them process and work with the text afterwards. The students

generally described these workshops as very worthwhile and as an enabler for their
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understanding of the texts since they could discuss the texts in relation to cases

or personal experiences. The condition for such an effect seemed, however, to be

closely connected to how the workshops were organised, which is illustrated by the

following quote:

In the pedagogy workshops, there tends to be a clear connection between what we should

read and what we use. Gradually, many people have started to read in advance because it is

actually expected that we discuss what we have read. While in mathematics and physics

didactics I feel we are given pre-readings in order to have a backdrop for what is covered in

the lessons. It doesn’t feel so useful, especially when you don’t get anything out of an article

of 20-30-40 pages. (Oliver)

Oliver points here to the fact that the students needed to experience the

advantage of reading in advance. They experienced that they were able (and

expected) to contribute actively in the workshops, and through discussions with

peers improve their understanding of the topic in question. A general comment

across all interviews was that despite the ‘reading plan’ that provided an overview of

how different texts from the reading list fit into the teaching plan of the whole term,

the students soon realised that they did not really have to read in advance. When the

lecturers were able to add something to their understanding of the texts, many of the

students claimed they would read in advance. But they first needed to see how

reading and teaching were connected to each other. Oliver’s quote also indicates

difficulties with reading, which will be commented on in more detail under intrinsic

factors.

Exams or reading lists

Factors that did not enable reading (i.e., depth strategies were not applied) were

when the students were reading for a test5 or because it was on the reading list for

the course. As one student said when commenting on these tests, the focus shifted

from understanding to: ‘‘what do they want to hear from this?’’. Other students called

it the ‘‘typical university thing � rote learning’’ or that ‘‘it felt entirely meaningless’’.

These negative comments also signal that the students were predominantly oriented

to understanding, as they were dissatisfied with structures that ‘‘forced’’ them to be

otherwise. Some students had an original aim of reading all the literature in the

course (and a few also did), but a lack of focus (which included reading for tests) and

purpose made it difficult:

Fanny: We need some kind of focus when we read, but we often don’t have that. You don’t

really know what you’re supposed to use it for, but you must learn it.

Cecilie: Yeah, that’s often how it is at university. When we read, we just read for reading’s

sake.
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In general, reading had to feel useful and they had to feel that they ‘get something

out of it’. However, this feeling of usefulness, which in turn influenced their

strategies, was also guided by personal or intrinsic factors.

Intrinsic factors

The quote below captures the two topics that can be related to intrinsic factors:

interest and reading skills:

The articles are about 20 pages each and it’s pretty heavy stuff. A number of authors write

for a higher audience than students, although some claim that it is written for students. And

then it’s a bit like . . . what I feel is useful and good with an article or chapter is that I

become a bit interested when I start reading it. I notice the difference for example between

Skemp and Yong, they’re like two different worlds. Skemp is talking about something that I

can relate to, he talks to me in a language that I understand, and he uses examples from

everyday life. Also, he’s talking about my future life as a teacher. While Yong � fair enough

it’s in English but that’s not a problem for me � I had to read a paragraph two or three

or four times before I got it, that means: how would I say this sentence in Norwegian to

another person? I kind of understood what he said, but how can I translate this really?

That’s when you begin to realise how complicated he actually writes. It’s funny, some of the

articles that I have read in this term, it’s like . . . I want to finish the article, but . . .. And

that’s how it often is when we are given pre-readings of like 20 pages each. (Kenneth)

Reading skills

Reading skills refers to how the students regarded their own skills in reading the

discipline-specific literature of pedagogical texts.6 Some students labelled them-

selves as ‘‘poor readers’’ of pedagogical literature, but a more common complaint

concerned the language and form (cf. the quote at the very beginning of this article).

The students found the language in much of the literature unfamiliar and difficult,

‘‘unnecessarily complicated’’, sometimes ‘‘just a torrent of words’’, and many of the

interviewees concluded that pedagogical literature is largely common-sense written

in a difficult language. The problematic encounter with pedagogy as an academic

discipline is discussed in more detail in two other articles reporting on the same

study (Sjølie 2014; Sjølie and Østern forthcoming). In line with Francis and Hallam

(2000), the students blamed the authors for poor writing. As a result, unless they

were ‘‘forced’’ through it, they gave up or just did not bother trying at all.

Interest

While strongly guided by external requirements, the students’ reading was also

guided by an intrinsic interest and motivation. If the text was interesting, they

would read it even though they did not really have to. ‘‘Interest’’ is often used synony-

mously with ‘‘relevance’’ and, because teacher education is often criticised for being
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irrelevant, I was particularly interested in exploring how the students described

relevance. What makes something relevant?

In the interviews, this topic required several levels of questioning from me as a

researcher. The first, spontaneous answers about relevance were that what they

read needed to be useful in the short term. In addition to written assignments and

workshops, this could be that they were able to see the immediate relevance for

their classroom practice. When elaborating further, they also referred to topics that

could be related to the teaching profession in a broader sense and in a long-term

perspective. As two of the students said: ‘‘I read as a teacher. Everything that is

connected to my future as a teacher is relevant’’. Considering that all topics that

are included in these courses are related to the teaching profession in a short- or

long-term perspective, there is obviously more to the feeling of interest and relevance.

This was, however, not easily put into words. Many students described it through

a general feeling of something being ‘‘exciting’’ or ‘‘engaging’’ and that ‘‘you just want

to go on reading and learn more’’. They used expressions like ‘‘it struck a chord’’ or ‘‘I

get that good feeling when I read it’’. The topics that were brought up as positive

examples covered a wide range and were mainly linked to the topics of their written

assignments: from specific teaching methods and texts related to the teacher as a

person to bullying, the history of education and the school’s responsibility in society.

These were topics the students had chosen to write about based on their own interest.

The students were then asked to explain what it was with these specific texts that had

made them interesting to read.

When the students characterised interesting texts, they revealed two main

categories of the source of that interest: recognition and transformation. The

above quote from Kenneth contains several of the ways the students described the

importance of recognition. Kenneth describes it as the feeling that the author is

talking to him and that he uses examples that he can relate to and connect to personal

experiences. Depending on the topic of the text, some students said that texts did not

make much sense until after the students had been in the practicum. This is what

Tessa refers to below when she talks about a text about guilt:

It was much easier for me to understand it after I had been in the practicum and seen it.

‘Yes, this is exactly how it is’, and he uses very many concrete examples of situations, he has

certainly done plenty of research, and . . . I thought: ‘oh my gosh, I’ve seen this in the school

I was placed in’. And what he writes about guilt and emotions in teaching, I could really

identify with it. (Tessa)

The most common explanation within this category was that a text became

interesting when it confirmed and supported their experiences.

When interest was described as being transformative, it was not only recognition

but also an expansion or bringing in new perspectives. There were only a few

examples of this in the data. One student described it as an experience of seeing the
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bigger picture of her teaching practice from a societal level � things she had not

thought of before. Others said that the text was an ‘‘eye opener’’, that it ‘‘triggered

some thoughts’’ or ‘‘challenged me to think’’. Below is an example of an ‘‘eye opener’’:

Suddenly . . . there was something . . . my understanding of learning was kind of . . .. it was

extended. I understood more of how I understand things, and how others around me

understand things. And I realised why there is a difference . . . that I understand maths in a

different way than others understand maths. Why do people have trouble understanding

maths for example. I got that one! (Ben)

Above all, interest seemed to be triggered by reading in depth about a particular

topic. The literature they referred to as interesting and relevant was mainly literature

they had been reading on a topic they had studied in depth. The participants said

that when they had an assignment to focus on they read many texts that were not on

the reading list. This, in turn, made reading more interesting. Some described that

it made them see connections, experience coherence, and understand a topic more

thoroughly.

Discussion

This report of a group of student teachers holds significance for both student

learning in higher education in general and teacher education in particular. For

higher education, the significance of this study is related to an approaches to learning

perspective, which has become the canon for educational development across various

disciplines (Webb 1997). The students’ descriptions of their reading practices within

this teacher education programme draw a picture of a programme in which a surface

approach is not stimulated (or present at all). Based on the findings from both

the questionnaire and the interviews, the students in this study are predominantly

intrinsically motivated and meaning-oriented; they read for understanding or not

at all. On the other hand, they were also highly strategic. They described writing

as enabling for reading, but the main motivation for reading in the first place was

having to write an assignment for assessment. In the perspective of approaches to

learning, the assessment form of the portfolio as well as the active use of pre-readings

for workshops can be seen as contextual factors that stimulated the application of

depth strategies (cf. Entwistle and Peterson 2004). The strategic behaviour can be

understood in the light of time management. Other studies have found that an

overload of curriculum can enforce a strategic approach to learning (e.g., Diseth and

Martinsen 2003).

Yet the findings hold further implications. First, the findings seem to support the

claim that an intention to understand a text (with a deep approach) is not a sufficient

condition for understanding. Although this study did not focus on the students’

actual understanding of different texts, they reported considerable difficulties

with reading. Similar to Francis and Hallam’s studies (Francis and Hallam 2000;
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Hallam and Francis 1998), many of the students seemed to be ‘put off’ by the reading

already before they had begun. They blamed the authors for poor writing, but

also themselves for being incompetent readers. As the student quoted at the start

of this article said: the form gets in the way of the content. For teacher education,

these findings should be understood in relation to the critique that teacher educa-

tion is overly theoretical. While one possible explanation could be an inappropriate

selection of course readings, another explanation could be lack of attention to the

challenges students experience when having to deal with highly different text genres

and ‘house styles’.

An additional dimension this study adds is the feeling of relevance, which can be

understood as the search for personal meaning. If the text was not perceived to be

relevant (a decision that included the ability to deal with the language of the text),

it was not read, even though reading it was expected as part of the course. The ‘‘search

for personal meaning, intrinsic interest and curiosity’’ (cf. Prosser and Trigwell 1999)

was not surprisingly directed towards becoming a teacher rather than the academic

interest of learning a new discipline. What turned out to be meaningful was, however,

highly individual. Contrary to the claim that is often made about student teachers

being merely directed towards acquiring a set of professional skills (e.g., Loughran

2006), this study indicates otherwise. In asking the students to describe ‘‘relevance’’

rather than ‘‘irrelevance’’, the students could identify highly meaningful experiences

in their encounter with academic texts of various topics. While the importance

of perceived relevance might be particularly important in professional education, it

also points to a more general aspect of learning. As argued by Haggis (2003), personal

meaning may be tied up with many aspects of life that are not directly connected

to studying. This is not often discussed in research literature, where ‘meaning’ is

commonly used as finding the ‘correct’ connections in terms of the subject area.

A third implication relates to workload. The students reported to have mainly read

for written assignments because of time pressure, reading difficulties, and interest.

On the other hand, reading in depth about a topic made reading more interesting,

in turn stimulating further reading, interest and learning about the specific topic.

Perceived relevance and thus personal meaning seemed to be nurtured by reading

and writing in a ‘virtuous cycle’ that allowed time for reflection. This directs attention

to the workload and the relationship in a curriculum between breadth and depth.

A perceived high workload and overloaded curriculum are a general concern in higher

education (e.g., Kember and Leung 1998) and in teacher education in particular

(e.g., Niemi 2002). In this study, a perceived high workload did not seem to produce a

surface approach, but the students were instead highly selective in what they chose to

read. This can be explained by the use of the form of assessment that made such a

selection possible. A common counterargument when discussing workload in higher

education is to use student diaries or student questionnaires to show that the time

students spend on their studies is not more than is reasonable to expect (e.g., Kember
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et al. 1995). However, as also stressed by Francis and Hallam (2000), the time spent

on studies tells us little about the quality of the study and the work needed to

understand texts is often underestimated. As pointed out by the students in this

study, many had the feeling that the written assignments were often more a matter of

learning the game of academic style than demonstrating understanding. In turn, this

might shift the focus from seeking further understanding to applying the rules that

are needed to get through the assignment.

Concluding remarks

Seeing the findings as a whole, this study suggests the need for closer attention to

student teachers’ reading practices. It has also demonstrated that research on student

learning in higher education also provides a valuable insight for teacher education.

Above all, it suggests that there might be alternative explanations to student teachers’

criticism of an overly theoretical and irrelevant teacher education � a criticism that

is largely taken as a given background for research. To summarise, the article pointed

to three aspects of student teachers’ academic learning. First, it emphasised the

need for explicit attention to support student teachers in dealing with different text

genres and texts from different academic disciplines. Second, it suggested that the

important factor in students’ engagement with theory is not necessarily that it can be

used immediately in the classroom, but that they recognise themselves as persons.

Further research is needed to explore how readings can be selected to achieve

both recognition and transformation. Transformation in this context means to

broaden the students’ understanding,which involves seeing more than what confirms

and supports existing views. Third, the article raised the question about the balance

between breadth and depth, and how to make time available for reading for

understanding. Perhaps, in some ways, less is more.

Ela Sjølie is an associate professor in the programme for Teacher Education, Norwegian University of Science and Technology,
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teachers’ learning.
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Notes

1 Each year has two terms. Hence, it is the first part of the third year, and the second part of the fourth year.

2 The concepts of pedagogy and didactic are not understood in the same way in the Anglo-Saxon tradition or Continental

tradition (see, e.g., Ax and Ponte 2010; Gundem and Hopmann 1998). For the purpose of this article, pedagogy can be

compared with foundations in education, while subject didactics can be compared with curriculum courses.

3 The participants belonged to either the science programme or the languages programme. In the science programme, the

students studied mathematics and one science subject (chemistry, biology or physics), while in the language programme

the students studied either two of the following languages: Norwegian, English, German, French, and Spanish, or one of

those languages in combination with social science, geography or religion.

4 Reliability tests with Cronbach’s a and exploratory factor analysis were performed.

5 After the fifth term, the students had three written tests/exams, one in each subject.

6 Refers to literature within teacher education.
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