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Abstract: Students across Pennsylvania are demonstrating an inability to meet proficiency ex-

pectations in reading. Emphasis has been on schools of education as one originating source of 

difficulty with reading instruction. Five universities and colleges in Pennsylvania were analyzed 

utilizing document analysis of undergraduate course syllabi, schedules, and final exams of 13 re-

quired undergraduate courses. The findings of this qualitative study illustrate the participating 

schools of education are instructing on the pillars of reading in parallel and proportionately less 

than non-evidence-based practices. The authors offer a four-tier approach to strengthen teacher 

candidacy programs.         
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Introduction 

 

Over the span of twenty years, edu-

cators and policy-makers have focused at-

tention on the importance of assuring all 

children become skilled readers by provid-

ing the provision of quality reading instruc-

tion by highly qualified teachers (Podhajski 

et al., 2009). In an attempt to identify the 

critical components influential in instruction 

of reading, the National Reading Panel 

(NRP) was formed. The NRP Report 

(NICHD, 2000) has been widely accepted 

among the education field as a summary of 

principal research findings related to the es-

sential components of the teaching of read-

ing. This report identified five areas in read-

ing instruction decisive to closing the 

achievement gap. Those five areas of read-

ing are the explicit and systematic instruc-

tion of 1) phonemic awareness, 2) phonics, 

3) fluency, 4) vocabulary, and 5) text com-

prehension (NICHD, 2000).  

With these areas of instruction iden-

tified, the question remains as to why our 

national literacy scores are displaying poor 

results. Attention has shifted to the educator 

providing the instruction. The knowledge-

base of teachers and their ability to provide 

high-quality instruction has been reported on 

for nearly twenty years. A significant gap 

appears to exist between research and prac-

tice, distancing teachers from the most 

prominent research proposed to aid daily 

reading instruction. Those present in pri-

mary classrooms demonstrate a minimal un-

derstanding or misperception about reading 

acquisition (Kilpatrick, 2015; Moats, 2009b; 

Spear-Swerling, & Owen Brucker, 2004). 

The importance of teacher capacity, as it re-

lates to reading instruction, cannot be over-

stated.   

Teachers are unable to pass on the 

necessary skillset and understanding of the 

basics of our language constructs when they 

themselves do not have the essential 

foundational expertise to possess such un-

derstanding. This is known as the “Peter Ef-

fect.” Based on a biblical story of the Apos-

tle Peter who when asked for money by a 

beggar replied he could not give what he 

himself did not have (Binks-Cantrell et al., 

2012). Without the necessary skillset, teach-

ers are woefully unprepared for the demands 

of teaching the arduous task of reading to 

the youngest learners.  

 Given the predominant influence of 

teacher knowledge, why are primary grade 

teachers inadequately prepared to teach 

reading? Teacher preparation programs de-

veloped nationwide repeatedly neglect the 

scientific evidence identifying the essential 

elements of instruction needed to produce 

proficient readers. During the congressional 

testimony provided by Dr. Reid Lyon in 

1998, it was reported that most teachers re-

ceive little to no formal instruction in read-

ing development (Lyon & Weiser, 1998). 

Extensive investigation into the education 

preservice teachers receive while attending 

teacher education programs has occurred to 

support these claims. Many studies have 

documented preservice and novice teachers’ 

feelings of confidence and readiness to teach 

beginning and struggling readers (Bos, et al., 

2001; Cheesman, et al., 2009; Fenty & Uli-

assi, 2018, Moats, 1994, 2009a, 2009b; 

Washburn, et al., 2011). These studies indi-

cate a need for more robust instruction 

around reading acquisition and the delivery 

of efficacious reading instruction. While evi-

dence suggests the misalignment between 

research and practice is apparent in colleges 

and universities across the nation, studies 

specific to Pennsylvania’s schools/colleges 

of education regarding this misalignment 

has not yet been conducted. The research 

question remains, “To what extent do Penn-

sylvania schools/colleges of education liter-

acy courses equip preservice candidates with 

the foundational knowledge and skillset to 
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deliver effective reading instruction aligned 

with the National Reading Panel?” 

 

Methodology 

The current research study employed 

a qualitative approach in which undergradu-

ate required courses were included if they 

met two criteria:  

1) Any course that could plausibly 

teach early reading instruction. 

This would include courses titled 

‘early reading’, ‘language arts’, 

‘reading assessment’, ‘reading 

across content areas’, or courses 

referring to reading methodolo-

gies or practices.  

2) Any course that is required of un-

dergraduate students engaged in 

the Pre-Kindergarten to grade 

four teacher certification track.  

The study engaged in document 

analysis in an attempt to answer the guiding 

research question. Documents for this study 

took on a variety of forms and included 

course syllabi, course schedules, and final 

course exams obtained from five universities 

and colleges across the Commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania. The study analyzed teacher 

education programs and their alignment to 

the exposure of these critical elements, time 

allocation devoted to instructing these five 

components, and the accountability of pre-

service teachers comprehending and apply-

ing acquired learning regarding the five ele-

ments. In total, an analysis of 13 courses in 

education programs from across the five uni-

versities and colleges of were included in 

this study.    

Each required undergraduate course 

offered at the five participating universities 

and colleges was analyzed by the intended 

course content discernable through the 

course syllabi. While not every aspect of in-

struction is likely to be present on a course 

syllabus, the over-arching concepts and un-

derstandings are evident on a syllabus. 

Course schedules for each of the required 

undergraduate courses were used to deter-

mine the degree to which these Pennsylva-

nia’s teacher education programs allocate 

time for the instruction of each of the five 

identified components. The third unique data 

source was final exams for the required un-

dergraduate courses. Final exams allowed 

for the exploration of what preservice teach-

ers are held accountable for knowing and 

applying into practice as it relates to the 

foundational elements of reading instruction 

identified by the NRP.  

 

Findings 

Exposure 

 

In this research study, 11 of the 13 

undergraduate courses analyzed did provide 

exposure, to some extent, to at least one of 

the five components identified by the NRP. 

The 11 undergraduate reading courses that 

did expose preservice candidates to one or 

more of the five domains did so in varying 

degrees. Figure 1 displays the percent of 

courses in which preservice teachers’ expo-

sure to the identified domains of reading 

was present.   
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Figure 1 

 Percent of Courses Exposing Preservice Teachers to the Domains of Reading Identified by the 

National Reading Panel 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Of the majority of courses that did 

expose teacher candidates to the identified 

elements of proficient reading, only three 

(23%) of the required courses provided in-

struction in all five domains. Although three 

of undergraduate required courses did pro-

vide instruction in all five critical domains, 

the analysis of material related to these 

courses uncovered several contradictions. 

Though teaching preservice teachers about 

systematic phonics was present through 

course lectures, the approach of balanced lit-

eracy through guided reading and the cueing 

system was similarly evident. Guided read-

ing and the cueing system derive from the 

whole language approach to reading; this ap-

proach contradicts the methodologies rec-

ommended by the NRP. In addition to 

course objectives and assignments display-

ing inconsistencies, course descriptions dis-

played this pattern as well.  

 Of the courses reviewed for this 

study, eight (62%) courses offered variable 

magnitudes of exposure to the five elements 

from the NRP. This exposure ranged from 

one to four elements explored in the course. 

One of the 13 courses exposed teacher can-

didates to only one critical component iden-

tified for reading instruction, that component 

being phonemic awareness. Phonemic 

awareness, while not mentioned in any 

course objective or course competency, was 

taught through the course as indicated on the 

course schedule and lecture topics. The ave-

nue of instruction for phonemic awareness 

specifically focused on the articulation of 

English phonemes. Phoneme articulation is 

an essential facet of phonemic awareness but 

merely a facet. Several university and col-

lege courses did not offer a continuum of 

knowledge building through course matricu-

lation, rather focused on chosen elements 

viewed as important for future teachers’ pro-

ficiency. One particular course’s stated ob-

jectives and expectations focused on devel-

oping one’s own philosophy of how to teach 

reading opposed to instructing on the empir-

ical evidence of reading acquisition.   

 Among this major group of eight 

courses, there was overwhelming evidence 

of whole language through the instruction of 

guided reading practices and a balanced lit-

eracy approach. Practices such as reading 

workshop, using leveled readers, and the 

cueing system were present in all course lec-

tures and assignments. Assessments such as 

the Developmental Reading Assessment 

(DRA) and running records were offered as 

15%
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scientifically based assessments. The 

courses demonstrated a whole language ap-

proach to reading with sporadic teaching of 

scientifically grounded evidence highlighted 

by the NRP. Two of the analyzed courses 

did not offer any exposure to the five ele-

ments of reading as identified by the NRP.  

 Although elements from the NRP 

were documented at varying degrees across 

the undergraduate courses, many inconsist-

encies existed throughout. Course objec-

tives, lecture topics, and assignments over-

poweringly highlighted guided reading 

within balanced literacy, a whole language 

approach to reading acquisition and instruc-

tion. Such instruction deemphasizes code-

based instruction, which is the recommenda-

tion of the NRP.  

 

Time Allocation 

 

 The analysis of course schedules per-

mitted a time study to determine the alloca-

tion of instructional time to each of the five 

critical elements identified by the NRP. This 

time study allowed for perspective on what 

each course emphasized and deemed rele-

vant and pertinent to instruction for preserv-

ice teachers. Through the investigation of 13 

required undergraduate education courses 

from five Pennsylvania universities and col-

leges, a total of 2,484 hours of instruction 

was reviewed through this document analy-

sis. Of the possible instructional hours, the 

time dedicated to each of the five critical el-

ements of reading identified by the NRP 

varied from course to course.   

Analysis of lecture topics and assign-

ments revealed little instructional time dedi-

cated to each of the five necessary compo-

nents of reading. Figure 2 displays the per-

cent of undergraduate course time devoted 

to each element of reading. From all courses 

investigated, the least amount of instruc-

tional time was devoted to fluency, the auto-

maticity of word retrieval. An average of 3% 

of instructional class time was devoted to 

this instruction for teacher candidates to fo-

cus on this critical element. Lecture topics 

concentrated on the understanding of accu-

racy and rate as the determining factors of 

fluency. The second to least amount of in-

structional time was dedicated to vocabulary 

with merely 5% of classroom lessons going 

towards building the academic language of 

students. Evidence collected revealed vocab-

ulary lectures spoke to the difference be-

tween direct and indirect instruction. There 

was detection of the classification of tiered 

vocabulary words in lecture topics. 

Phonics, the mapping of sounds onto 

our printed symbols, and the foundational 

skill of phonemic awareness were present in 

course topics, lectures, and/or assignments 

on average 6% of scheduled class time. Lec-

ture topics and instructional time concen-

trated on the three levels of phonemic 

awareness with limited expectations for 

teacher candidates to produce independent 

assignments targeted to phonemic aware-

ness. Phonics instruction varied from course 

to course. Lecture topics included the alpha-

betic principle, automatic word recognition, 

and the use of methodologies for teaching 

phonics. Those methodologies largely con-

sisted of non-scientifically-based practices 

such as the use of a word wall, context clues 

to decode, and structural analysis of printed 

words. The most class time (average 7%) 

was earmarked for comprehension. Lecture 

topics analyzed focused on specific compre-

hension strategies, literacy elements of text, 

and text structures.  
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Figure 2 

 Average Percent of Class Time Allocated for Domains of Reading Identified by the National 

Reading Panel 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 While minimal time was dedicated to 

the five components of reading, other liter-

acy foci were addressed at great length. An 

average of 13% of class lectures were de-

voted to the practice of guided reading with 

the assessment of running records perva-

sively used. Running records are a non-evi-

dence-based practice concentrating on 

meaning-based versus code-based instruc-

tion. That is more than double the amount of 

teaching hours dedicated to phonics. This 

practice consumed more instructional hours 

than those foundational elements of reading 

identified by a panel of literacy experts.  

 

Accountability 
 

Through the exploration of final 

course exams of the 13 undergraduate 

courses involved in this study, the percep-

tion of what preservice teachers are held ac-

countable for knowing and applying as it re-

lates to the foundational elements of reading 

instruction identified by the NRP was inves-

tigated. This research study was unable to 

include data from all 13 undergraduate 

course exams, as five of the courses did not 

share their final exams for document analy-

sis. While the research is unable to compare 

emphasis on accountability measures 

through exam questions related to the five 

elements of reading, several notable obser-

vations were made among the eight final ex-

ams that were analyzed. 

 Of the courses that did provide in-

struction on one or more of the five elements 

of proficient reading identified and final 

course exams shared, each one held preserv-

ice teachers accountable for retaining the 

subject matter to some extent. Table 1 ex-

poses the percent of exam questions related 

to each of the five components of reading as 

identified by the NRP for the eight under-

graduate courses that provided final course 

exams. 
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Table 1 

Percent of Queries Related to Each Component of Reading as Identified on Final Course Ex-

ams 

Exam  

Number 

Phonemic 

Awareness 

Phonics Vocabulary Fluency Comprehension 

 % % % % % 

      

1 0 100 0 0 0 

2 31 11 4 14 26 

3 10 2 2 4 6 

4 9 24 14 0 0 

5 15 23 12 12 12 

6 0 0 0 0 0 

7 0 0 0 0 0 

8 11 17 11 5 5 

 
Note. Exam # indicates the coding number of each exam shared through data collection. Percent of course exam 

questions that directly related to the five components of reading as identified by the NRP. The two assessments pre-

sented without any questions also did not provide any instruction related to the five components.  

 

 As is discernable from the data 

shared, the courses analyzed for this study 

placed varying levels of pertinence on the 

components of reading. In addition to the 

number of questions related to each domain, 

the exam questions themselves were im-

portant to consider in terms of emphasis and 

how well these education programs prepare 

teacher candidates. Phonemic awareness 

was addressed in five of all exams collected. 

Questions pertaining to phonemic awareness 

were comprised of content knowledge 

around all three levels, early, basic, and ad-

vanced; in addition, they addressed the issue 

of how to provide instruction to young 

learners.  

Of all the exams analyzed, four 

(50%) addressed phonics more than any 

other domain as evident through the number 

of questions directly related to phonics, pho-

netic patterns, or instructional practices re-

lated to phonics teaching. Preservice teacher 

knowledge was assessed either through a 

very specific test of teacher knowledge, such 

as the Phonics Test for Teachers, or through 

probes intended to measure the 

understanding of the sound to print relation-

ship. Only one exam asked teacher candi-

dates to explain why teaching phonics was 

important. How to assess phonics 

knowledge in young readers or how to inter-

vene in the event of a struggling reader, was 

absent in course exams.   

 Vocabulary was the least addressed 

element of reading. Teacher candidates were 

asked to explain the tiers of vocabulary and 

identify words that would be identified in 

each tier. Effective approaches (oral lan-

guage, direct and indirect instruction, wide 

reading) to instruction for young readers in 

the area of vocabulary was observed. Pre-

service teachers were assessed on areas of 

comprehension overwhelmingly related to 

comprehension strategies. Such queries re-

lated to comprehension strategies, such as 

when and how to have students make pre-

dictions, guiding visualization tasks, when 

students need to use inferencing skills, and 

how to identify the main idea and details in 

a selection of text. Very few questions were 

present regarding the role background 

knowledge contributes to a child’s ability to 
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comprehend text. There was little evidence 

among all the examinations analyzed of the 

importance fluency with word recognition 

has on one’s comprehension ability. Fluency 

questions on the investigated course exams 

were minimal and concentrated on the con-

cept that fluency was merely reading at a de-

sired rate.  

 Evident in all exams explored for 

this research study were inaccuracies and 

misinformation regarding the elements of 

proficient reading and the instruction of 

reading to young learners. Terms were used 

incorrectly, courses emphasized classroom 

activities that are not aligned to evidence-

based practices, and hindrances to reading 

were addressed as effective practices. On 

two final assessments, the terms letters and 

graphemes were used synonymously. Those 

terms are not interchangeable yet used in 

this way in final exam questions. The im-

portance of teaching students multiple de-

coding strategies rather than one method, 

phoneme-grapheme correspondence, was 

present on half of all exams. The belief that 

there has been no identification of one way 

to teach reading to beginning readers and/or 

struggling readers appeared on two-thirds of 

final examinations. Inaccuracies such as 

these may impede preservice teachers from 

becoming experts in their field.   

 As it was apparent with more than 

half of the undergraduate courses that under-

scored guided reading through course lec-

tures and assignments, course exams also 

emphasized holding teacher candidates ac-

countable for retention of such information. 

Course exams overwhelmingly evaluated 

preservice teachers on knowing how to 

prompt readers by directing attention to the 

picture clues rather than to the sound-sym-

bol correspondence to decode unknown 

words. The cueing system employed in a 

guided reading lesson appeared frequently 

on course assessments asking teacher candi-

dates to explain the cues or prompts 

provided to students when struggling to read 

an unknown word. Such cues included look-

ing at the picture, identifying the first letter 

in the word, and guessing what word would 

make sense in the sentence. In alignment 

with the cueing system exercised in a guided 

reading lesson, leveled text was accentuated 

as the most applicable way to provide prac-

tice for young readers. Repeatedly in the 

course exams that were available for investi-

gation, decodable text was misconstrued to 

be a hindrance to beginning readers because 

of the less than attractive nature of such 

books, contrived text, and overwhelming use 

of a specific phonics pattern, all of which 

are the premise of decodable text to offer re-

peated exposure to a particular phonics pat-

tern. Teacher candidates were offered oppor-

tunities in three of the final exams to iden-

tify errors in oral reading by using the whole 

language assessment tool of running records 

to conduct miscue analysis. Of the eight 

course exams investigated for this research 

study, one did pose a question to preservice 

teachers about the NRP. This exam question 

was offered as extra credit to preservice 

teachers. To receive the additional points, 

teacher candidates had to list all five areas 

identified in the NRP Report published in 

2000.  

Teacher candidates engaged in in-

struction from the participating courses 

likely leave their education programs at var-

ying levels of proficiency and expertise as it 

relates to reading. The evidence collected in 

this research study indicates a lack of con-

sistency among the studied education pro-

grams in exposing preservice teachers to the 

NRP’s findings, allocation of learning time 

to the instruction of these findings, and hold-

ing teacher candidates accountable for the 

knowledge and skills of delivering effective 

reading instruction. The answer to the ques-

tion of why children in Pennsylvania schools 

continue to demonstrate weak reading profi-

ciency is partially found in how the 
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education programs studied here fail to ade-

quately prepare future teachers to provide 

the necessary instruction needed to build 

such capacity.   

 

Discussion 

 The National Council on Teacher 

Quality (NCTQ) in 2006 found a large ma-

jority of colleges and universities failed to 

provide instruction in all five components of 

reading as identified by the NRP (Walsh et 

al., 2006). These findings were similar to 

what was discovered in this sample of 

schools in Pennsylvania. Less than one-

fourth of the courses analyzed for this re-

search study exposed teacher candidates to 

all five identified areas of reading. With 

eight of the 13 courses providing exposure 

to one to four elements of reading, the vary-

ing degree to which preservice teachers re-

ceive instruction on the five components of 

reading confirms the initial assumption that 

preservice teachers are not adequately pre-

pared to teach reading at these institutions. 

What teacher educators place value on for 

instruction can be observed in their course 

syllabi and assessments. On the national 

level, Walsh and colleagues (2006) discov-

ered much attention given to the whole lan-

guage practice of guided reading. This study 

found similar findings in a small population 

of Pennsylvania-based teacher education 

programs. An average of 13% of instruc-

tional time was devoted to guided reading 

with the use of running records. This is more 

than double the amount of teaching hours, 

on average, courses dedicated to the map-

ping of sounds onto print, phonics. The di-

chotomy of both guided reading and phonics 

present in coursework leaves preservice 

teachers to determine, for themselves, which 

practices to embed into classroom instruc-

tion.  

In the education courses studied, all 

five components of reading were given min-

imal instructional time, ranging from 3% to 

7%, however, a significant amount of time 

was dedicated to other foci, which largely 

resembled whole language practices. Addi-

tionally, the courses analyzed for this study 

did not afford teacher candidates opportuni-

ties to attain sufficient instruction on evi-

dence-based practices particularly as they 

relate to reading.  

The 13 courses, from a small sample 

of universities and colleges in Pennsylvania, 

allocated abundant instructional time to 

practices not grounded in evidence. Mirror-

ing national findings, in the education 

courses studied here whole language ap-

proaches dominated lectures and course as-

signments. Teacher educators presented 

non-scientifically based reading research in 

parallel to scientifically based reading re-

search at a disproportionate and alarming 

rate, as evidenced through the analysis of in-

structional content and allocated time pro-

vided to preservice teachers. Teacher candi-

dates are then left to parse for themselves 

what knowledge and practices are grounded 

in research from those simply grounded in 

the beliefs or experiences of the teacher edu-

cators. With overwhelming amounts of 

course content, instructional time, and ac-

countability measures allocated to whole 

language instruction, preservice teachers’ 

views of reading and reading acquisition are 

likely inappropriately skewed in this direc-

tion.   

 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

Analysis indicates that the five edu-

cation programs in this study are not expos-

ing preservice teachers to the critical compo-

nents of reading determined by the NRP. 

Courses designed for the instruction of read-

ing and reading acquisition were shown to 

allocate minimal instructional time toward 

the identification of these elements and how 

to instruct young readers in each reading 

component. In examining final course ex-

ams, preservice teachers are being held to 
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varying degrees of accountability regarding 

understanding the five components of read-

ing. The findings of this research study indi-

cate the need for a more strategic and sys-

tematic approach to amending the misalign-

ment of teacher education programs with 

scientifically based reading research and in-

struction. Based on this study, a four-tiered 

approach is proposed. Figure 3 displays each 

suggested tier necessary to address the edu-

cation of preservice teachers and increase 

alignment to the findings of the NRP.   

 

Figure 3 

4-Tiered Approach to Aligning Efforts for Scientifically Based Reading Instruction.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tier 1 addresses the manner in which 

schools of education engage in efforts to 

properly prepare teachers through communi-

cation with those in the profession. With the 

recent release of the podcast episode, Hard 

Words: Why aren’t kids being taught to 

read? (Hanford, 2018) much attention has 

been given to institutes of higher education, 

specifically schools of education reading 

programs. This podcast discussed what read-

ing programs across the nation were and 

were not providing to preservice teachers.  

Hanford (2018) did what others have 

been writing about for more than 10 years, 

declaring that schools of education are not 

providing instruction to teacher candidates 

that aligns to scientifically based reading re-

search. Harsh criticism dominates the 

narrative regarding universities and colleges 

and their lack of appropriate teacher prepa-

ration. Teacher education has been identified 

as a significant factor in why our nation’s 

children are unable to meet proficiency 

standards in reading (Bos et al., 2001; 

Cheesman et al., 2009; Foorman et al., 1998; 

Joshi, et al., 2009; Lyon & Weiser, 2009; 

Moats, 1994, 1995, 1999, 2009a, 2009b, 

Spear-Swerling & Brucker, 2004; Walsh et 

al., 2006). Educators are not able to provide 

appropriate instruction on content which 

they have not had adequate exposure to. 

Schools of education are severely con-

demned in many of these works for their 

part in contributing to the trend toward a 

failure in reading instruction in the United 

States. If the intent is to improve the ability 
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of teacher candidates to provide reading in-

struction, we must begin with schools of ed-

ucation programs relating to reading instruc-

tion. 

To better align instruction to scientif-

ically based reading research, education pro-

grams need to engage in professional con-

versations targeted at growth rather than 

punishment. The discourse teacher educators 

engage in within institutes of higher educa-

tion and about these institutes needs to im-

prove. Educators at these institutions are of-

ten entrenched in whole language, thus mak-

ing the shift to scientifically based reading 

research that much more challenging and 

personal. The goal is to not affront these ed-

ucators, but rather to collaborate and educate 

for the betterment of our preservice teachers 

and ultimately, their future students. In prac-

tical application, this resembles professional 

conversations around personal beliefs versus 

scientific evidence. The objective would be 

for all professionals, including policy-mak-

ers and the media, to abandon attributing 

reading failure to just one group or party and 

accept responsibility as a collective society. 

The days of blaming institutes of higher ed-

ucation must end and the era of partnership 

must begin.  

The second tier of this problem-solv-

ing process is the proposed development of 

a Higher Education Collaborative (HEC) in 

the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. The es-

tablishment of the Pennsylvania HEC would 

ensure the successful implementation of sci-

entifically based reading research into pre-

service teacher education programs across 

the commonwealth. Texas established a sim-

ilar approach, the Texas Reading First 

Higher Education Collaborative, in 2000 

funded by the Texas Education Agency’s 

Reading First initiative (Joshi et al., 2009). 

Through partnerships, the Texas HEC offers 

professional development and support to 

teacher educators in the state on the princi-

ples of scientifically based reading 

instruction. Faculty members teaching read-

ing in undergraduate, graduate, post-bacca-

laureate programs, and community colleges 

receive professional development on reading 

and reading acquisition, with community 

support to assist in the transfer of such 

knowledge to preservice teachers (Joshi et 

al., 2009). This research study is advocating 

for a similar approach. 

In Pennsylvania, a HEC would per-

mit those universities and colleges electing 

to participate to join other teacher educators 

in aligning efforts to the empirical findings 

of the NRP and the convergence of evidence 

around reading and reading instruction. The 

alignment would include the modification of 

course syllabi, expectations, and assess-

ments. Within this study, the majority of 

reading course content is sprinkled with sci-

entifically based reading research but over-

whelmingly populated with whole language-

based learning. Through a Pennsylvania 

HEC, teacher educators could work together 

to adjust course syllabi to reflect the five 

components of reading and evidence-based 

practices for a more effective reading model. 

Modifications to course content would lead 

to appropriate instructional time being allo-

cated for these components and practices ra-

ther than to practices regarded as non-evi-

dence based and ineffective.   

The third tier goes beyond institutes 

of higher education. In order to obtain a Pre-

Kindergarten to grade four teaching certifi-

cation in Pennsylvania, a teacher candidate 

must successfully pass the state licensure as-

sessment. Licensure assessments reflect 

what is taught in education programs. If the 

intent is to align instruction with the science 

of reading to obtain positive student out-

comes in reading, we must also align the 

state examination to this purpose. An analy-

sis of 13 state licensure exams demonstrated 

a large variance in the importance placed on 

the alphabetic principle and the exposure to 

key areas of reading (Stotsky, 2009). 
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Pennsylvania was not included in this partic-

ular study however, the commonwealth uses 

the PRAXIS I and II exams from the Educa-

tional Testing Service (ETS) which were 

evaluated in the above mentioned study. 

Better alignment of licensure exams to sci-

entifically based practices ensures teacher 

candidates are not entering a classroom 

without the necessary foundational 

knowledge and skillset needed to instruct fu-

ture learners. With the Knowledge and Prac-

tice Standards (IDA, 2018) in hand, state 

teacher exams would be more effective in 

assessing preservice teacher knowledge of 

the structure of the English language and 

how to provide evidence-based reading in-

struction.   

The fourth and final suggested tier 

includes professional development provided 

to in-service teachers. Many of those cur-

rently teaching have graduated from educa-

tion programs that may not have adequately 

prepared them for the challenging task of 

teaching children to read. The responsibility 

to improve this preparation now falls to the 

school districts that hired these individuals. 

Recognizing that schools of education may 

not have offered preservice teachers the op-

portunity to acquire essential skills, profes-

sional development opportunities such as 

Language Essentials for Teachers of Read-

ing and Spelling (LETRS) would provide 

such knowledge base. LETRS is a profes-

sional development solution providing edu-

cators with the skills they need to master the 

fundamentals of reading instruction address-

ing all five pillars as identified by the NRP. 

To enhance the knowledge and skillset of in-

service teachers, a large-scale commitment 

to scientifically based reading instruction 

needs to be the focus of professional devel-

opment for all PreK-4 educators, schools, 

and districts.  

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Teacher candidates engaged in 

courses from the five participating education 

programs courses likely graduate with vary-

ing levels of proficiency and expertise as it 

relates to reading instruction. Among these 

education programs studied here, there is a 

lack of consistency in exposure of preservice 

teachers to the National Reading Panel’s 

findings, how instructional time is allocated 

toward these findings, and the degree to 

which these education programs hold 

teacher candidates accountable for the 

knowledge and skill of delivering effective 

reading instruction. The question of why our 

children continue to demonstrate weak read-

ing proficiency is partially answered by ex-

amining how we prepare our teachers to pro-

vide the necessary instruction needed to 

build such capacity. For these five education 

programs, the standards they hold preservice 

teachers accountable to do not meet the 

standards necessary of developing proficient 

readers.  
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