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What Led Us to Conduct This Research 

As researchers and university instructors who teach literacy courses to current and future 

teachers, we read Emily Hanford’s At a Loss for Words with concern. After laying out the 

cognitive science research on how young children develop word reading capabilities, she goes to 

say, “Many educators don't know this because the cognitive science research has not made its 

way into many schools and schools of education.” This claim-- that students in teacher 

preparation programs  are not learning what they need to know to teach children to read -- raised 

an important question: What does the research say about what preservice teachers know about 

the cognitive and linguistic bases of reading instruction and how to effectively build this 

knowledge for future teachers? This question led us to write an integrative literature view of 

research about how preservice teachers are taught about teaching reading  for Reading Research 

Quarterly’s second special issue on the Science of Reading.  

What Did We Do?  

To assess the claim that preservice teachers are not learning cognitive science about how 

to teach reading, we examined the research evidence. We identified 27 studies examining pre-

service general elementary preparation in code-related instruction, including 

phonological/phonemic awareness, phonics/decoding, spelling/orthography, and morphology, 

published between 2001 and 2020. We analyzed the studies to determine (a) how preservice 

knowledge of code-related instruction has been studied, (b) how preservice teachers’ literacy 

knowledge was defined and assessed in these studies, and (c) primary findings across studies and 

implications for teacher preparation and future research. In the following brief, we will primarily 

address c, implications for teacher preparation.  

What Did We Find? 

● Linguistic knowledge (i.e., definitions of terms like phonological awareness and the 

ability to segment English words into phonemes, graphemes, and morphemes) was 

examined in the majority of studies. 

● Preservice teachers generally had stronger knowledge of phonological awareness and 

phonics concepts than phonemes and morphemes.   

● University courses that provided 7-10 hours of explicit instruction on linguistic concepts 

were able to increase preservice teachers’ knowledge of linguistics. 
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● There is limited evidence that preservice teachers’ scores on quantitative assessments of 

linguistic knowledge translate into better reading instruction in elementary school. Few 

studies examined preservice teachers’ knowledge of how to teach reading or how this 

knowledge was taught in preparation programs.  

● Less than a third of the studies examined preservice teachers knowledge of  classroom 

practice. These few studies explored how pre-service teachers actually taught reading by 

examining students’ written reflections of their own teaching or observing them teach 

directly. Experiences for preservice teachers to practice teaching reading to real students 

provided opportunities to demonstrate and solidify knowledge of early literacy, reflect on 

their own learning, and adjust instruction to meet individual learners’ needs.  

What Does This Mean for Literacy Teacher Educators? 

● Step 1: Teach what to teach. Pre-service teachers need phonemic and morphological 

knowledge to teach early reading skills, and it is likely professors aren’t spending enough 

time on this. Preservice courses that improved future teachers’ linguistic knowledge spent 

7-10 hours on key linguistic features and focused on both definitions of key terms (e.g., 

phonological awareness vs. phonemic awareness) and practice identifying sounds, 

phonics patterns, and meaning units (e.g., prefixes and suffixes) within words.  

● Step 2: Teach how to teach. Pedagogical knowledge -- knowledge of strategies and 

approaches for teaching the key content -- are equally important and the impact of 

teaching these is less well researched. Further, it is important for future teachers to learn 

the differentiate basic literacy skill instruction (including phonics) to meet learners’ needs 

as there is no one-size-fits-all approach.  

● Step 3: Practice teaching. Practice teaching early literacy skills is KEY for building this 

knowledge. This can include analyzing student data, observing instruction, and teaching 

individual or small groups of students. It just won’t stick without practice, and the quality 

of that practice matters, along with knowledgeable mentors to provide feedback on the 

practice to ensure candidate growth. 

What Does This Mean for Literacy Researchers? 

While we did not find enough evidence to conclusively state that preservice teachers lack the 

foundational knowledge they need to teach reading, we found many areas that need more 

research, and more nuanced research, to understand how this knowledge develops and supports 

teachers as they transition to their own classrooms. 

● We need more research on the best ways to develop pedagogical and practical knowledge 

for preservice teachers. 

● We need better assessments to gauge pre-service teachers’ knowledge of early reading 

instruction, and data from these assessments can help us figure out our students’ gaps so 

we can fill them in. 

● We aren’t paying enough attention to diversity in the research, and as a result some 

instructors might be sending mixed messages to teachers about which kids “need” 

phonics instruction (spoiler alert, it’s all of them! But the amount and specificity of that 

instruction varies!) 


