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Abstract

Teachers beliefs have been shown to exert substantial impact on educational practices, but it
has remained unclear the extent to which teachers' beliefs differ from those of parents, who
typically lack professional training in education. Two survey-research studies were conducted
to compare parents’ and teachers beliefs about learning and teaching. In the first study (n =
140), an eight-item, two-factor survey instrument was developed and evaluated, producing
satisfactory psychometric characteristics. In the second study (n = 410), controlling for age,
gender, ethnicity, and educational attainment, (a) parents demonstrated strong preferences for
the survey’s curriculum-centered items while teachers preferred the student-centered ones, (b)
parents produced markedly higher ratings for curriculum-centered items than did teachers,
while teachers produced higher ratings for student-centered items than did parents, and (c)
parents preferred a curriculum-centered pedagogical blend while teachers favored a
student-centered blend. The results support the theory that our culture’s folk psychology
manifests pedagogical beliefs that are remote from beliefs held by professional educators,
especially concerning curriculum-centered pedagogy, potentially making communication
difficult among stakeholders in schools.

Keywords. beliefs, parents, teachers, student-centered teaching, curriculum-centered
teaching, home/school communication

1. Introduction

The gap sometimes looms large, especialy when parents and teachers meet to discuss
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students report cards. At such events it frequently happens that teachers and parents
demonstrate very different views about what learning is and how teaching should proceed.
Parents often seem to value “curriculum-centered” schooling long on lectures, readings, and
drill-and-practice, while teachers typically favor “student-centered” pedagogy emphasizing
inquiry, problem-solving, and critical thinking. In what follows | suggest a theory to account
for the observed gap between parents and teachers in beliefs about |earning and teaching. The
theory is supported by two research studies, one to develop and evaluate a survey instrument
that assesses pedagogical beliefs, and another to document incongruities between the beliefs
held by parents and teachers.

1.1 Literature Review

It isfitting that substantial bodies of literature in psychology, education, economics, and other
disciplines explores beliefs — how they are formed, what impact they have, how they change,
what causes them to change. Of course, beliefs do not always align with behavior (Fang,
1996; Olafsen & Schraw, 2006), but at minimum beliefs influence the way people perceive
the world, organize their experiences, memorize information, and generate behavior (Bandura,
1997, Green & Hood, 2013; Hofer, 2004; Perry, 1970; Richardson, 1996; Sinatra & Kardash,
2004). Accordingly, beliefs related to educational practices are a central focus of theory and
research. In addition to a substantial literature focusing on students' beliefs (e.g., Hofer, 2004;
Tanriverdi, 2012), much of the work in this area examines the beliefs of classroom teachers,
unsurprisingly given their role as the main providers of educational services in modern
schools. Teachers beliefs have been investigated in relation to development (Buchanan,
Eccles, Flanagan, & Midgley, 1990), classroom management (Weinstein, 1998), instructional
choice (Flowerday & Schraw, 2000), preservice field experiences (Hancock & Gallard, 2004),
locus of control (Cady & Rearden, 2007), and particularly with regard to epistemic views
(Beuhl & Fives, 2009; Hofer, 2004; Franco et al., 2012; Kuhn & Weinstock, 2002; Maggioni
& Parkinson, 2008; Pintrich, 2002; Schommer, 1993).

A large and growing subset of this research concerns teachers' beliefs about learning and
teaching (i.e., what learning is and how teaching should proceed), often raising the distinction
between curriculum-centered and student-centered pedagogies (Sampson, Enderle, & Grooms,
2013; Varrella & Burry-Stock, 1996). Three bodies of relevant research are reviewed below:
the nature of teachers beliefs; the development of these beliefs in as teachers accrue
education and experience; and initiatives that attempt to facilitate change in teachers’ beliefs.

The nature of teachers beliefs. Snider and Roehl (2007) conducted survey research
examining the pedagogical beliefs of practicing teachers in three Midwestern states. Results
indicated that demographic variables such as age, teaching experience, and gender had little
association with pedagogical beliefs. Significantly more teachers believed in teaching
practices consistent with student-centered pedagogy than believed in the teacher-centered
approach. However, the majority of teachers were mixed, undecided, or balanced about

pedagogy.
Producing comparable results, Chen, Brown, Hattie and Millward (2012) reported that
teachers whose beliefs were consistent with student-centered pedagogy were more likely to
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self-report teaching practices that comported with these beliefs, relative to teachers with more
curriculum-centered beliefs. At the same time, 17% of teachers who favored student-centered
pedagogy did not self-report corresponding teaching practices. Similarly, a study by Levitt
(2002) indicated that most participating teachers believed that the teaching and learning of
science should be student centered, but not all teachers so believed. Other research found that
many teachers espoused a student-centered curriculum, although the pattern was not invariant
among respondents (Olafsen & Schraw, 2002; Torff, 2006; Warburton & Torff, 2005).

Student teachers also demonstrated a preference for student-centered pedagogy, but with
exceptions among some individuals. In a study conducted by Cheng, Chan, Tang, and Chan
(2009), student teachers who had sophisticated or mixed epistemological beliefs tended to
support student-centered or mixed conceptions of teaching, but cases did that did not fit the
pattern also were evident.

Development of teachers beliefs. Results as such raise the question of the development of
teachers' beliefs about curriculum-centered and student-centered pedagogies. Sosu and Gray
(2012) conducted a four-year longitudinal study focused on change in teachers epistemic
beliefs and instructional preferences following student teaching. Results showed significant
changes in teachers epistemic beliefs over the four-year period and these beliefs predicted
teachers instructional preferences, such that teachers' beliefs and preferences became more
student-centered as a consequence of teacher education and teaching experience. But not all
teachers evinced the pattern; some remained consistent in their reported beliefs and
preferences.

Comparable results were reported by Olafsen, Schraw, and Vander Velt (2010), who
examined epistemological and ontological beliefs using self-report surveys, written
reflections, and an extended written action research project. Data were collected from for a
sample of graduate students over the course of a 13-week semester. Results indicated that
approximately 55% of the participants expressed consistent beliefs. The 45% of participants
who did not self-report consistent beliefs typically changed from curriculum-centered to more
student-centered beliefs by the end of the semester.

In a study by Torff (2005), inservice, preservice, and prospective teachers and non-teacher
controls participated in cross-sectiona research looking at change in teachers beliefs over
time, with the accrual of preservice and inservice education and teaching experience.
Self-selection of ateaching career was associated with support for student-centered activities,
while controls preferred the curriculum-centered ones. Preservice education was associated
with reduced support for curriculum-centered activities. Inservice education and teaching
experience were associated with reduced support for student-centered activities, but the effect
was very small. Apparently teachers arrive at their first education class convinced of the
merits of student-centered activities, and temper these views only dightly as they gain
education and experience. They aso arrive confident that curriculum-centered activities are
effective, but apparently lose this confidence during preservice education and do not regain it
afterward. Teacher education evidently had the effect of reducing prospective teachers
support for curriculum-centered instruction.
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The theme of stability and change was also evident in research conducted by Nettle (1998),
who administered a survey to assess teachers' beliefs before and after student teaching. Some
teachers remained consistent while others demonstrated belief change favoring
student-centered pedagogy, and an association was found between the changes in student
teachers beliefs and the beliefs held by supervising (cooperating) teacher.

Facilitating change in teachers beliefs. A body of research explores how teacher education
can initiate changes in teachers' beliefs (e.g., Muis & Duffy, 2013; Polat, 2010; Richardson &
Placier, 2002; Tanase & Jian, 2010). This research is rooted in the claim that “preservice
teachers hold similar initial beliefs, viewing the teacher as the authority figure passing
knowledge to the students” and that to promote “constructivist practice” these beliefs “should
be challenged to enabl e the preservice teachersto devel op alternative ideas, seeing the students
capable of constructing knowledge with the help of the teacher” (Tanase & Jian, 2010; p.
1238).

A study by Muis and Duffy (2013) assessed the effectiveness of an intervention designed to
foster epistemic change over the course of one semester. The intervention was based on
constructivist teaching practices that incorporated teacher modeling of critical thinking of
content, evaluation of multiple approaches to solving problems, and making connections to
prior knowledge. Sixty-three students in two groups (intervention, n = 31; control, n = 32)
completed questionnaires five times over the semester. The questionnaires measured students
epistemic beliefs, learning strategies, and levels of motivation in their statistics class. Results
revealed that for students in the intervention group, epistemic beliefs shifted midway through
the semester, whereas students in the control group maintained consistent beliefs throughout
the semester. Intervention students self-reported use of critical thinking and elaboration
strategies also significantly increased midway through the semester, as did their levels of
self-efficacy for learning statistics. In contrast, students in the control group maintained
consistent levels of strategy use and self-efficacy.

Less positive results were obtained in a mixed-methods study addressing the extent to which
preservice teachers beliefs about the effectiveness of curriculum- centered and
student-centered instructiona materials changed after a semester-long intervention (Polat,
2010). Data were collected from 90 preservice teachers (45 experimental, 45 control) using
questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, and retrospective reflection essays. Findings
suggested that although change in preservice teachers beliefs was not common, it did occur
in some cases favoring the student-centered approach.

A similarly mixed picture emerged in study by Tanase and Jian (2010), who used qualitative
methods to examine change in teachers' beliefs. In a study of preservice teachers enrolled in a
teacher education course designed to foster belief change, pedagogical beliefs were found to
be difficult to change in the course environment. Drawing on surveys and teaching
observations from preservice teachers in an introductory methods course, the study showed
that participants tended to remain consistent in their beliefs, but what change did occur favored
student-centered pedagogy.
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1.2 Folk Belief Theory

The forgoing literature review reveals much about teachers beliefs about learning and
teaching. But little research has been published on individuals untrained in education. Making
the case for the need for this research requires a brief synopsis of a theory discussed in detall
elsewhere (Torff, 2011, 2014).

From the perspective of a theoretical framework known as cultural (or cultural-historical)
psychology, exploring beliefs about learning and teaching means taking into consideration the
cultural milleu in which educational practices are situated (e.g., Bruner, 1990; Cole, 1996;
Sweder, 1991). From this perspective, cultures provide cognitive “tools’ with which people
make sense of the world and generate behavior. Some of these tools deal with human
behavior and thought. The term folk psychology has been used to describe beliefs that help
members of a culture make sense of how the human mind functions and what behaviors mean
(Bruner, 1990; Geary, 2005; Horgan & Woodward, 1999; Hutto, 2008). For example,
swaggering after a sports triumph is considered appropriately celebratory in America, but
evidence of menta illness in Japan. From this theoretical viewpoint, people in a culture
conceptualize what learning is (and how teaching should proceed) with the help of folk
beliefs about how the mind works. These folk beliefs provide an intuitive basis by which
individuals untrained in education make sense of educational issues and form opinions about
effective teaching — or actually teach, if pressed to do so.

Folk beliefs about learning and teaching. If the shared beliefs in a culture are posited to
organize how people think and act, detailed investigations of the culture's beliefs are
warranted (Bruner, 1990). In our culture, what are the basic tenets of the folk beliefs
regarding learning and teaching? According to “folk belief theory” (Torff, 2011, 2013, in
press), these beliefs hold that teaching occurs when knowledge is transmitted to learners from
teachers, texts, and other media, and learning occurs when students are sufficiently intelligent
and attentive to either commit knowledge to memory (e.g., memorizing the multiplication
table) or develop needed skills (e.g., solving long-division problems). On this view, efficient
means to transmit knowledge (e.g., lecture, readings) are valued — as is drill-and-practice,
since effective schooling is seen as requiring a great deal of “nose to the grindstone” effort
for which careful teacher supervision is necessary. Student-centered activities are not
eschewed; people see the value in figuring things out and learning by doing. But uses for
student-centered activities are few, while curriculum-centered activities are needed every day.
In general, our culture’s folk psychology takes a decisively curriculum-centered tack, with a
slight nod to student centering.

Folk beliefs as such can be resistant to change, but sometimes belief change does occur.
Beliefs in a vast array of domains have shown a tendency to hold fast over time, unchanged
as development unfolds and unyielding despite intensive efforts to change them (e.g., diSessa,
1996; Gardner, 1991, 2006). Beliefs about learning and teaching are no exception (for a
review see Tippett, 2010; see also Nissani & Hoefler-Nissani, 1992; Richardson & Placier,
2002; Sinatra, 2004). But change does happen, if sporadically, as individuals participate in
preservice and inservice education and gain teaching experience — the enculturating elements
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in the discipline of profession education (Tippett, 2010).
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“ Professional” beliefs about learning and teaching. To what extent do folk beliefs about
learning and teaching comport with the beliefs favored in schools, colleges of education,
educational research organizations, and other settings in the field of education? Folk beliefs
contrast sharply with the beliefs that predominate in the domain of professional education,
according to folk belief theory. In most professiona settings, beliefs are favored in which (a)
knowledge is constructed by individual learners, (b) learning occurs when individuals
combine input from the environment with prior knowledge and cognitive skills in an effort to
make sense of the world, and (c) teaching is the facilitation of this “constructivist” process,
which involves activating prior knowledge, asking questions, and posing problems as well as
providing information and supervising activities (e.g., Fosnot & Jacob, 2010; Brooks &
Brooks, 2001). On this view, activities that involve inquiry, critical thinking, and
problem-solving are favored, because these activities encourage students to think for
themselves and build cognitive skills. Curriculum-centered activities are not wholly
disregarded, typically, but are discounted as more likely to produce disengagement than
learning. In general, the beliefs manifest in professional education lean heavily to the
student-centered. (This pedagogy is not without its detractors[e.g., Finn & Kanstoroom, 1999;
Hirsch, 1996], but it is widely supported among educators, database searches on
“constructivism” and “constructivist” identify over 30,000 publications.)

Folk beliefs and their professional counterparts are very different, but they differ in degree,
not in kind. Each viewpoint encompasses both pedagogies, but with discrepant emphases.
The contrast is especially salient with regard to curriculum-centered activities, for which
professional educators typically have comparatively less use. The difference between folk
beliefs and professional ones is smaller for student-centered activities. Hence the theory
makes the claim that that measures of support for curriculum-centered pedagogy are likely to
produce the largest contrast between the two sets of beliefs.

Folk belief theory is well supported by literature reviewed above. The theory is consistent
with research showing that teachers often (but not always) support the student-centered
beliefs about learning and teaching favored in the field of education (Chen, Brown, Hattie, &
Millward, 2012; Cheng, Chan, Tang, & Chan, 2009; Levitt, 2002; Snider & Roehl, 2007). It
is consistent with findings that show non-educators to prefer curriculum-centered pedagogy
(Haney, Czerniak, & Lumpe, 2003; Torff, 2005). The theory comports with findings that
show many teachers to be unwavering in their beliefs as they gain education and experience,
indicating that beliefs are often resistant to both developmental change (Nettle, 1998; Olafsen,
Schraw, & Vander Velt, 2010; Sosu & Gray, 2012; Torff, 2005) and explicit attempts to
facilitate belief change (Muis & Duffy, 2013; Polat, 2010; Tanase & Jian, 2010). And the
theory is consistent with research showing curriculum-centered activities to best distinguish
individuals who hold folk beliefs from individuals with professional beliefs (Torff, 2005).

But additional research is needed. Folk belief theory emphasizes how individuals with
training in education differ from individuals lacking such training, making it crucia that the
theory be supported by research examining the beliefs of the untrained (and these beliefs
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compared to those held by professional educators).

This support is scant, but research has clarified that prospective teachers (at the outset of a
teacher education program) are poor representatives for folk beliefs. Torff (2005) reports that
prospective teachers favored student-centered pedagogy more than did undergraduate
non-educator controls. Self-selection of a teaching career was associated with beliefs
supporting student-centered pedagogy, suggesting that people who opt for a career in
education are in transition to the professiona view and therefore provide an inaccurate
window on folk beliefs about |earning and teaching.

A better subject pool for studies of folk beliefs would be parents, but there is virtually no
research examining parents’ beliefs about learning and teaching. The only relevant study
published to date surveyed “parents’community members’ as well as teachers and school
administrators, finding that administrators had more student-centered beliefs relative to
parents/community members, but no significant difference between teachers and
parents/community members (Haney, Czerniak & Lumpe, 2003). However, an extremely
small sample size (18 parents) made significant differences unlikely and |essened confidence
in the generalizability of the results. It remains unclear what parents believe and how these
beliefs compare to teachers'.

Remedying this shortfall has much to recommend it. Theoretically speaking, parents provide
the unalloyed view of folk beliefs needed for investigations of cultura psychology applied to
education. Practically speaking, parents are stakeholders in education whose perspectives
should be understood and voices heard. And educators may well benefit from knowing more
about the beliefs of parents, with whom they collaborate toward the goal of providing the best
education for the child.

2. Method and Results

Research questiong/hypotheses. To what extent, and in what ways, do differences emerge in
beliefs about learning and teaching espoused by parents (untrained in education and likely to
hold folk beliefs) and teachers (trained in education and likely to hold professional beliefs)?
Specifically, how do these groups differ in support for curriculum-centered activities and
student-centered ones? In response to these questions, folk belief theory makes three sets of
predictions.

(1) Parents will prefer curriculum-centered to student-centered pedagogy, whereas
teachers will express the opposite preferences,

(2) Parents will support curriculum-centered pedagogy markedly more than teachers,
whereas teachers will support student-centered pedagogy modestly more than
parents (showing that curricul um-centered activitiesdo more to separate the groups
than do student-centered activities);

(3) Parents will favor a pedagogical blend long on curriculum-centered activities,
whereas teachers will favor a blend emphasizing student-centered ones.

In what follows, | present pilot research to develop the survey instrument and evaluate its
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psychometric characteristics, followed by a study that implements the instrument to assess
parents and teachers' beliefs.
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2.1 Sudy 1: Survey Development

Research design. The goa of Study 1 was to develop a survey instrument to assess beliefs
about learning and teaching. This initiative began with the drafting of 32 items, each a
two-sentence description of acommonplace classroom activity in K-12 education. Half of the
items were designed to reflect curriculum-centered pedagogy; for example:

A social-studies class is studying the industrial revolution. The teacher
provides students with alist of inventions, explains the impact of these
inventions during this period, and describes how they continue to
influence the modern world.

The other half described a student-centered approach; for example:

A social-studies class is studying how World War | led to World War I1.
The teacher assigns students to write "letters from the future" to
President Wilson arguing why the United States should or should not
support the Treaty of Versailles.

The 32 items were balanced to include equal numbers of items in four academic subjects:
English, Social Studies, Mathematics, and Science (eight items per subject including four
curriculum-centered and four student-centered items). Respondents were asked to rate the
educational effectiveness of each item using six-point scales wherein 1=ineffective and
6=effective.

Methods. To select the best-performing items and eval uate the psychometric characteristics of
the resulting survey instrument, the items were administered to 140 practicing teachersin and
near alarge city in the northeastern United States. The 99 women and 51 men taught a range
of subjects in elementary and secondary education. The participants had a mean age of 42.3
years (SD = 7.91) ranging from 24 to 68 years. In educational attainment, 88% held a master
degree or higher and the remaining 12% a bachelor’s degree. Data were collected at faculty
meetings at which teachers had gathered; all teachers asked to participate did so, and none
were compensated. Participants were informed that the survey tapped opinions for which
there is no correct answer, and that all responses were confidential.

Results. To select the best-performing items, SPSS version 22 was employed in a series of
factor-analytic models using the principal components method with varimax rotation. The
fina model (Figure 1) produced a KMO of .78, explained 62% of the variance in the
responses, and included eight items that loaded onto two factors (interpreted as
curriculum-centered and student-centered). The eigenvalues of the two factors were 3.31 and
2.30; the next largest eigenvalue was .76. The eight selected items were balanced to include
two in each of the four academic subjects (English, Social Studies, Mathematics, and
Science), with one curriculum-centered and one student-centered item per subject. The
obtained pattern/structure coefficients (“loadings’) were high: 83, .82, .80, and .76 for items
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interpreted as curriculum-centered; and .81, .76, .75, and .66 for items interpreted as
student-centered (all other coefficients were .33 or lower). The two factors produced aphas
of .80 and .71, respectively.

Listed below are descriptions of classroom lessons. Please rate the educational effectiveness of each lesson by
circling the appropriate number. Do not rate the importance of the topic; instead, rate how effectively the lesson
teaches the topic. Assume that each lesson is well suited to students’ age level. Thisis an opinion survey — there
are no correct or incorrect answers. All responses are confidential.

1 | AnEnglish classis studying the sonnet, aform of English
poetry. The teacher explainsits history and structure, lists | 1 2 3 4 5 6
prominent sonnet writqs and asks individual studentsto | ieffective effective

read aloud severa classic sonnets.

2 | A socid-studies class is studying the industrial
revolution. The teacher provides students with a list of | 1 2 3 4 5 6
inventions, explains the impact of these inventions during
this period, and describes how they continue to influence
the modern world.

ineffective effective

3 | A mathematics class is studying single-variable algebra.
The teacher asks students to come up with word problems | 1 2 3 4 5 6
that are solved with single-variable algebra, solve them,
and present their work to the class.

ineffective effective

4 | A science class is studying weather. The teacher gives an
assignment in which students match key terms (eg., | 1 2 3 4 5 6

barometric pressure) with their definitions. ineffective effective

5 | A socid-studies class is studying how World War | led to
World War 1l. The teacher assigns students to write | 1 2 3 4 5 6
"|etters from the future" to President Wilson arguing why

> ineffective effective
the United States should or should not support the Treaty
of Versailles.
6 | A science class is studying the sun. The teacher asks
students to write down several ways in which the sun | 1 2 3 4 5 6
influences everyday life and then to predict what would | i effective effective

happen if the sun stopped shining.

7 | A mathematics class is studying the order of operations.
The teacher describes the order of operations for the | 1 2 3 4 5 6
students while doing sample problems on the blackboard,

R | ineffective effective
and then asks students to complete similar problems in
their textbooks.
8 | An English classis studying Jack London's short story To
Build a Fire. The teacher asks students to read all but the | 1 2 3 4 5 6
Iastt_section and then write their own versions of the final | ; heffective effective
section.

Figure 1. Survey Instrument
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In general, the instrument evinced satisfactory psychometric properties and was deemed
appropriate for use in subsequent research. The psychometric properties of the instrument
were re-evaluated with the sample collected in Study 2, as detailed below.

2.2 Sudy 2: Belief Research

The basic strategy of the research was to administer the survey to parents and teachers, with
the goal of comparing their beliefs about learning and teaching — as instantiated in the
curriculum-centered and dudent-centered items in the survey. The design was
guasi-experimental, with no random assignment to treatment conditions.

Participants

Parents and teachers (n = 410) participated in the study including 214 parents and 196
teachers (Table 1). The study was conducted in and near a large city in the northeastern
United States, where the participating teachers were employed and presumably where
individuals in both groups resided. Individuals were excluded from the parent group if they
reported any training or experience in professional education. Teachers were included in the
study whether they were also parents, because the study’s group assignment focused on
professional education, not on parental status, and it would have biased the sample to include
only childless teachers.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Independent Variables, By Group

Parents Teachers Overall
Variable (n=214) (n=196) (n=410)
Fregquency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Gender

Men 82 38.5% 56 28.6% 138 33.5%

Wbmen 132 61.5% 240 71.4% 272 66.5%
Ethnicity

White 160 75.1% 176 0% 336 82.1%

Black 18 8.4% 10 51% 28 6.8%

Hispanic 6 2.8% 6 31% 12 2.9%

Asian 12 5.6% 0 0% 12 2.9%

Other 15 7.0% 4 2.0% 19 4.6%

Unspecified 2 1.0% 0 0% 2 0.5%
Education

None 3 1.4% 0 0% 3 1%

High school 72 33.8% 0 0% 72 17.6%

Bachelor’s 110 51.6% 15 7.7% 125 30.6%

Master’s 23 10.8% 65 33.2% 88 44.9%

Master’s+ 30 6 2.8% 53 27.0% 59 14.4%

Master’s+ 60 3 1.4% 77 39.3% 80 19.6%

Doctorate 0 0% 6 31% 6 1.5%

Unspecified 6 2.8% 0 0% 6 1.5%
Age n=196 n=189 n =385

Range = 24-56 years Range = 23-65 years Range = 23-65 years
Mean = 41.35; SD = 7.98 Mean =41.26; SD =10.82 Mean=41.28; SD =9.39
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As shown in Table 1, participants in the two groups were similar in age. The sample in both
groups contained more women than men by a substantial margin, which in the teacher group
is unsurprising because the workforce of teachers in the United States remains predominantly
female, especially at the elementary level. As for ethnicity, the parent group had greater
minority representation, with 51 nonwhites in the parent group (24%) but only 20 (10%) in
the teacher group; this discrepancy reflects nationwide trends with underrepresentation of
minorities in the teaching workforce (National Research Council, 2011). The teacher group
had somewhat higher educational attainment, likely because teacher certification regulations
in the state in which the study was conducted require teachers to attain a master’s degree
within five years of completion of the bachelor’s.

Procedure

Data were collected by 19 research assistants in a large northeastern city and surrounding
suburbs. To collect data from teachers, research assistants attended faculty meetings at public
schools, where they asked teachers to complete the survey at the beginning of the meeting.
All teachers asked to complete a survey did so, allowing researchers to avoid response-rate
problems that sometimes occur with online and mailed surveys. To collect data from parents,
research assistants attended events at which parents congregated; these events include
back-to-school nights, athletic events, music and dance concerts, art shows, science fairs, and
other events held at public schools. All participants were told that the opinion survey had no
correct answers and that responses were confidential. None were compensated. Survey data
were entered into SPSS version 22 for statistical analysis.

Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations for Dependent Variables, By Group

Parents Teachers
Variable Mean SD Mean SD
Curriculum-centered
All subjects 4.46 .80 324 .85
English 4.47 1.18 3.17 1.29
Social Sudies 4,79 1.10 3.37 1.35
Math 442 1.26 3.82 1.20
Science 417 1.38 2.61 112
Student-centered
All subjects 4.25 .80 4.80 .80
English 4.28 1.22 4.38 1.46
Social Sudies 3.89 133 5.09 .94
Math 4,25 143 4.89 1.32
Science 4,56 1.20 4.82 1.00
SC-CC Mean Difference
All subjects =22 .78 1.55 1.06
English -.18 .84 1.20 167
Social Sudies -.90 72 1.72 .82
Math -7 1.37 1.08 .84
Science .39 1.20 2.20 1.32

Notes. SC = student-centered. CC = curriculum centered.
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Results

Descriptive statistics for the four control variables (age, gender, ethnicity, and educational
attainment) are set out in Table 1. Table 2 presents means and standard deviations for the
eight dependent variables included in the study. All statistical procedures were conducted
using SPSS version 22.

Replication of the psychometric properties of the instrument. A confirmatory factor analysis
was performed on the eight items using the principal components method with varimax
rotation. The KMO for the model was .69. The eight-item, two-factor model explained 61%
of the variance in the responses. The eigenvalues of the two factors were 2.60 and 2.28; the
next largest eigenvalue was .93. The obtained pattern/structure coefficients were .83, .83, .77,
and .76 for items interpreted as curriculum-centered and .80, .77, .77, and .67 for items
interpreted as student-centered; other loadings were .42 or lower. The two factors produced
alphas of .63 and .62, respectively. The model’s favorable psychometric properties allowed it
to be deemed appropriate for further anal yses of the dataset.

Within-subjects analyses. To examine respondents beliefs about curriculum-centered and
student-centered pedagogies in within-subjects analyses, two t-tests were conducted taking
the mean of the four curriculum-centered items as the first factor and the mean of the four
student-centered items as a second factor. Both had distributions of satisfactory normality in
Shapiro-Wilk testing. Parents showed a strong preference curriculum-centered over
student-centered pedagogy (t = 3.80, p < .0001). Teachers evinced an equally strong opposite
preference, favoring student-centered over curriculum-centered pedagogy (t = -22.08, p
<.0001).

Between-subjects analyses. To compare the two groups and explore effects associated with
the control variables, a MANCOVA procedure was performed. The dependent variables were
the mean of the combined curriculum-centered items and the mean of the combined
student-centered items. The five independent variables were group, age, gender, ethnicity, and
educational attainment. Interactions among the control variables were insignificant.
Evaluation of assumptions of normality of sampling distributions, linearity, and homogeneity
of variance was satisfactory. No univariate within-cell outliers were obtained at alpha = .001.
The MANCOVA produced significant differences for the combined dependent variables, F(2,
271) = 8013.43, p < .0001 (partial eta-squared = .98).

For curriculum-centered items, the difference between groups was statistically significant,
F(1, 272) = 99.36, p < .0001 (partial eta-squared = .27), such that parents were higher than
teachers. Significant influence on ratings of curriculum-centered items was also found for
three control variables: age, F(36, 272) = 17.02, p < .0001 (partia eta-squared = .69);
ethnicity, F(3, 272) = 99.36, p < .0001 (partial eta-squared = .32); and educational attainment
F(5, 272) = 10.66, p < .0001 (partial eta-squared = .16). Taken together these findings
indicate that parents were more supportive of curriculum-centered pedagogy than were
teachers, controlling for age, ethnicity, and educational attainment.

The difference between groups was statistically significant as well for student-centered items,
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although the effect was smaller, and in this case the teachers produced the higher ratings: F(1,
272) = 1456, p < .0001 (partiad eta-squared = .05). Four control variables produced
significant influence on ratings of student-centered items. age, F(36, 272) = 12.52, p < .0001
(partial eta-squared = .62); gender, F(1, 272) = 19.03, p < .0001 (partia eta-squared = .07);
ethnicity, F(3, 272) = 7.61, p < .0001 (partia eta-squared = .08); and educational attainment
F(5, 272) = 241, p < .05 (partia eta-squared = .04). These findings show that teachers
evinced stronger support for student-centered pedagogy than did parents, controlling for age,
gender, ethnicity, and educational attainment.
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To further explore these group differences in beliefs about learning and teaching, an
ANCOVA procedure was performed on the difference between the means of the curriculum-
and student-centered items. Calculating this mean differential generates a “pedagogical
preference” value (ranging from -6 to 6), such that a negative number reveals a preference for
curriculum-centered pedagogy and a positive number a preference for student-centered
pedagogy. The pedagogical preference value enables univariate analyses of the extent to
which the independent variables (including group) are associated with pedagogical
preferences. In the ANCOVA, the pedagogical preference value was the dependent variable,
and the independent variables were group, age, gender, ethnicity, and educational attainment.
Evauation of assumptions inherent in general linear models produced satisfactory results.
The ANCOVA vyielded a significant difference for the dependent variable, F(136, 272) =
19.24, p < .0001 (partial eta-squared = .91).

A dtatistically significant group difference was found, F(1, 272) = 223.4, p < .0001 (partial
eta-squared = .31), such that teachers were higher than parents. Significant differences were
also obtained for four control variables. age, F(36, 272) = 10.02, p < .0001 (partia
eta-squared = .57); gender, F(1, 272) = 6.43, p < .05 (partial eta-squared = .02); ethnicity, F(3,
272) = 9.36, p < .0001 (partial eta-squared = .09); and educational attainment F(5, 272) =
501, p < .05 (partial eta-squared = .08). Controlling for age, gender, ethnicity, and
educational attainment, teachers produced a higher student-centered pedagogical preference
value than did parents, indicating a more student-centered approach to learning and teaching.

3. Discussion

This study unearthed multiple indications that parents and teachers think very differently
about what learning is and how teaching should proceed. These differences can be
summarized as follows:

(1) Parents preferred curriculum-centered activities over student-centered ones; but
teachers favored the opposite, preferring student-centered over
curriculum-centered activities by a considerable margin.

(2) Parents supported curriculum-centered activities much more than teachers did;
teachers again favored the opposite, supporting student-centered activities more
than parents did. The effect was much stronger for curriculum-centered
activities, the variable with the largest group differences.

72 http://ire.macrothink.org



< ISSN 2327-5499
Institute™ 2015, Vol. 3, No. 2

(3) Parents preferred a pedagogical blend of curriculum-centered and
student-centered favoring the former, while teachers preferred a blend
emphasizing student-centered activities.
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Theoretical implications. The findings are congruent with folk belief theory, which predicts
that untrained individuals adhere to culturaly-provided folk beliefs that prize
curriculum-centered pedagogy while teachers emphasize student-centered pedagogy as a
consequence of their immersion in the education profession (Torff, 2011, 2014). More
generaly, the results are consistent with the basic tenets of cultural psychology, which hold
that cultural factors such as “folk psychology” organize the way individuals think about the
world (Bruner, 1990; Geary, 2005; Horgan & Woodward, 1999; Hutto, 2008).

The findings are also consistent with research showing that prospective teachers begin their
careers supporting curriculum-centered pedagogy but later come to rethink these views as
they gain education and experience (Tippett, 2010; Torff, 2005). And the results are
consistent with the claim that the groups differ most with respect to curriculum-centered
pedagogy (Torff, 2011, 2014).

As predicted, the groups differ mainly in degree, not in kind. Parents supported both
pedagogies, but preferred curriculum-centered by a wide margin. Teachers also supported
both pedagogies but favored a highly limited role for the curriculum-centered one. In general,
the results underscore the utility of studies that examine in detail what untrained individuals
believe about education, how these beliefs compare to the ones manifest in professional
education, and how beliefs change (and resist change) when prospective teachers encounter
professional education.

Educational implications. Documenting marked differences between parents and teachers, the
study underscores that these stakeholders in education communicate across a substantial
divide. As such, interaction between parents and teachers is not a straightforward process
wherein two parties communicate in an unproblematic manner while working toward a
common goal. In this case, the parties agree on the ends (the education of the student) but not
the means (the appropriate pedagogy for educating the student). Viewed as such,
parent/teacher interactions become considerably more complicated and fraught with the
possibility of conflict.

Awareness of this divide on the part of parents and teachers changes the interaction between
the two. The element of negotiation has been added to the conversation — as would happen
whenever interlocutors disagree but must continue to collaborate. In essence, the
interpersonal dynamics of disagreeing become operative.

Hence, the literatures in such topics as conflict resolution and conflict management become
relevant (e.g., Forsyth, 2009). But this literature is remote from education in the main,
devoted more often to business negotiations and personal relationships. Unsurprisingly it is
rarely included in teacher-education programs. A body of literature for teachers on the topic
of working with parents has been published (e.g., Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2004; Olsen & Fuller,
2011), but even this literature is seldom assigned reading in preservice teacher education.
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Techniques for working with parents are discussed on occasion in inservice education
programs (i.e., professional development initiatives), but topics as such are often squeezed
out in these times of educational reform, when adjusting to reform mandates has become a
considerable undertaking for educators.

\ Macrﬂthink International Research in Education

This study’s findings suggest that teachers might well benefit from training in interactions
with parents, training focused on dealing with disagreements concerning the relative merits of
curriculum- and student-centered pedagogical approaches. But at present this training is rare
at both the preservice and inservice levels.

From an educational policy standpoint, the divide between parents and teachers has different
implications depending on which type of pedagogy is preferred. For advocates for
curriculum-centered pedagogy (e.g., Finn & Kanstoroom, 1999; Hirsch, 1987, 1996), the
results demonstrate that the education establishment is insufficiently responsive to the parents
whose children provide the reason for schools to exist and whose taxes keep the schools
operating. On this view, teachers should recognize that the pedagogy they espouse is not
favored in the community and might well be revised in a timely manner. For advocates of
curriculum-centered pedagogy, this study’s results provide an indication that parents need to
be more vocal in demanding that schools adopt the pedagogy valued by the community.

These conclusions are explicitly opposed by advocates for student-centered pedagogy (e.g.,
Alexander & Murphy, 2000; Richardson & Placier, 2002). From this viewpoint, the study’s
results demonstrate a need to ensure that teacher-education programs work to foster
appropriate belief change in their charges, since the initial state of beliefs with which
prospective teachers begin is often impoverished. The findings also suggest a need for
educators at all levels to redouble their efforts to educate the public about effective teaching,
much as physicians attempt to educate the public concerning healthy nutrition.

Limitations and future research. The research requires replication, especialy using larger
sample sizes that increase confidence in the generalizability of the results. It would seem
fruitful that the survey be administered to administrators and expert teachers, to determine the
extent of variance in beliefs within the population of educators in our culture. Research is
needed as well in different geographical regions, given that this study’s participants were all
residents in and around the same large city in the northeastern United States. Because this
study grows out of a theory assuming that culture plays a considerable role in the formation
of the beliefs held by individuals, it follows that the survey should be administered to parents
and educators across a wide area, including non-Western settings. Comparison of Western
and non-Western beliefs, particularly in Asia, would be especialy illuminating, given the
suggestion that many Asian societies value a curriculum-centered approach both in folk
beliefs and in professional education (e.g., Sang et a., 2012; Sy & Schulenberg, 2005).

Returning to the parent-teacher conversation in this article’s opening paragraph, it's clear that
the incongruity experienced by the two parties was no isolated incident. They brought
conflicting pedagogical beliefs to the conversation, perhaps because the parent adhered to
folk beliefs about education that are prevalent in our culture, while the teacher supported a
different set of beliefs that are favored in the field of professional education. In such
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interactions, understanding each other’s viewpoint and striving to work together is the
formula best serves the interests of the child.
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