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Abstract
We examined the associations between teachers’ knowledge of language and literacy 
constructs, perceived ability to teach early literacy skills, instructional practice, and 
students’ early reading outcomes. The results showed that teacher knowledge pre-
dicted quality of instruction, but neither quality of instruction nor teacher knowl-
edge were associated with stronger decoding or word reading outcomes once earlier 
decoding skills were controlled. Differentiation of instruction was observed more in 
classrooms with lower initial decoding skills, and it contributed to better decoding 
at Time 2. Finally, perceived ability predicted decoding and years of experience pre-
dicted word reading at Time 2.
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Introduction

Effective early reading instruction requires explicit understanding of language 
and literacy skills being taught and of how they can be taught successfully to a 
diverse group of young learners who bring to the task very different experiences 
with print prior to school. Over the last 30 years, a substantial body of research 
has suggested that teachers may lack the necessary knowledge of language and 
literacy skills to effectively teach children to read (e.g., Moats, 1994; Piasta et al., 
2009; Porter et al., 2022). As this knowledge may no longer be intuitive to expe-
rienced readers, many teachers also overestimate their knowledge (e.g., Stark 
et  al., 2016); in the absence of generally accepted expectations and assessment 
tools, even reflective practitioners may find it difficult to know what it is that they 
don’t know. Further, acquiring the knowledge does not always translate to better 
instruction (e.g., Arrow et al., 2019; Foorman & Moats, 2004) as the new knowl-
edge has to be amalgamated with the existing knowledge and beliefs about learn-
ing and translated into effective lesson plans that are then delivered competently 
in classrooms. For example, many teachers learned about the three-cuing system 
in their initial teacher education and may readily add phonics instruction to it but 
not discontinue encouraging the use of context and syntactic cues. In this study, 
we examined whether teachers’ knowledge of literacy and language constructs 
and their perceived ability to teach early literacy skills predicted the quality of 
their phonics lessons, and further, whether their knowledge and perceived ability 
affected students’ learning of reading either directly or indirectly via the lesson 
quality.

Teachers’ knowledge of language and literacy constructs was brought to focus 
by Moats (1994) who identified significant gaps in teachers’ knowledge of spoken 
and written language structure. According to Moats, the level of knowledge teach-
ers demonstrated in her study was not sufficient to explicitly teach necessary spoken 
and written language structure to beginning readers or to struggling older readers. 
Numerous studies have since replicated the finding of knowledge gaps in multiple 
countries using diverse measures and examining different aspects of language and 
literacy knowledge (e.g., Aro & Björn, 2016; Bos et al., 2001; Goldfeld et al., 2021; 
McCutchen, Abbot et al., 2002a; McCutchen, Harry et al., 2002a, 2002b; Moats & 
Lyon, 1996; Piasta et  al., 2009; Porter et  al., 2022; Stark et  al., 2016; Washburn 
et  al., 2016). As a result, we can say with some certainty that teachers—whether 
pre- or in-service—have seldom displayed the knowledge of the structure of spoken 
and written language that researchers consider necessary for effective early read-
ing instruction (Moats, 1994; Snow et al., 2005). We also know that their instruc-
tors in teacher education programs may not have that knowledge either (Binks-
Cantrell et al., 2012; Joshi et al., 2009b) and that this information may be lacking 
or poorly represented in many teacher education programs (Coltheart & Prior, 2006; 
McCombes-Tolis & Spear-Swerling, 2011; Meeks et  al., 2017) and early literacy 
textbooks (Joshi et al., 2009a). These observations would explain why pre-service 
teachers do not have the knowledge when they graduate and why this knowledge has 
to be obtained through ongoing professional learning.
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Some of the language and literacy knowledge studies have also indicated that 
teachers are not particularly accurate at estimating their own knowledge and often 
overestimate their knowledge and ability to teach early literacy skills (Cunningham 
et al., 2004; Stark et al., 2016; Washburn et al., 2011). If the necessary knowledge 
needs to be acquired through ongoing professional learning, the overestimation of 
knowledge and ability can pose a serious challenge for motivating teachers to seek 
and benefit from the appropriate learning opportunities. Given the limited knowl-
edge of language and literacy constructs that many teachers may still graduate with 
from teacher education programs (e.g., Washburn et al., 2016), it seems important 
that teachers seek and are offered effective professional learning opportunities in 
early language and literacy instruction.

Studies have also shown, perhaps unsurprisingly, that when teachers are explic-
itly taught basic language constructs in preservice teacher education or in teacher 
professional learning, their knowledge improves (e.g., Goldfeld et  al., 2021; 
McCutchen, Abbot et  al., 2002a; Moats, 1994; Moats & Foorman, 2003; Spear-
Swerling, 2009; Spear-Swerling & Brucker, 2003, 2004). For example, Goldfeld 
et al. (2021) showed that compared to a control group, 4 days of face-to-face pro-
fessional learning improved teachers’ knowledge of oral language and literacy con-
structs and the acquired knowledge was retained 1  year later. There is also some 
evidence that professional learning focused on language knowledge may improve 
student achievement (e.g., Bos et al., 1999; Podhajski et al., 2009), although in most 
studies to date the gains have been limited to only a few (e.g., Foorman & Moats, 
2004; McCutchen, Harry et al., 2002a, 2002b; Spear-Swerling & Bruckner, 2004) or 
none of the measured constructs (Goldfield et al., 2022). Studies of direct effects of 
teacher knowledge on student performance have similarly shown limited effect (e.g., 
Carlisle et al., 2009, 2011).

These observations suggest that while knowledge may be necessary, it is not suf-
ficient: Students can only benefit from teachers’ knowledge if it is translated into 
effective classroom instruction, and this may frequently not be the case (Arrow 
et al., 2019; Eadie et al., 2022). Piasta et al. (2009) noted that in the earlier teacher 
knowledge studies classroom instruction was mostly treated as a “black box” with 
no observations of what the actual instruction entailed. The few studies that have 
examined the knowledge–instruction interaction have provided somewhat conflict-
ing results. McCutchen and Harry et al., (2002a, 2002b) reported that teacher pho-
nological knowledge was associated with the use of explicit phonological aware-
ness activities but not with the use of comprehension or writing activities. Both the 
teacher phonological knowledge and more frequent explicit phonological instruc-
tion also correlated significantly with reading performance at the end of the year for 
kindergarten students, but not for Grade 1 and 2 students. Puliatte and Ehri (2018) 
reported that better phoneme, spelling conventions and morpheme knowledge were 
positively associated with self-reported spelling strategy instruction but not with 
how much time teachers’ reported spending in teaching spelling. In turn, phoneme 
knowledge and self-reported instructional time and spelling strategy instruction 
were all positively associated with students’ spelling scores. Piasta et  al. (2009) 
found no association between teachers’ knowledge of language and literacy con-
structs and the amount (measured in minutes) of explicit decoding instruction they 
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provided. Finally, in their study of early childhood educators and emergent literacy 
outcomes, Piasta et al. (2020) examined both the direct and indirect effects—medi-
ated by classroom practice—of educator knowledge assessed in Fall on children’s 
Spring print concept knowledge, letter name knowledge, phonological awareness, 
and oral language while controlling for children’s Fall performance on the same 
measures. Their results indicated that teacher knowledge predicted the change in 
phonological awareness directly and the change in print concept knowledge both 
directly and indirectly via classroom practice, whereas Spring letter name knowl-
edge and oral language were only predicted by their respective Fall scores. The qual-
ity of classroom practice in this study was observed rather than self-reported, and 
the rubric attempted to capture both the overall quality of instruction and the quan-
tity of instruction in book reading, print and letter knowledge, phonological aware-
ness, written expression, and oral language.

To our knowledge, Piasta et  al. (2020) is the only study that has statistically 
examined a full conceptual model similar to Fig. 1 below and that has implicitly 
or explicitly guided the earlier studies. However, as Piasta et  al.’s (2020) study 
was conducted in early childhood settings, it did not include explicit phonics 
instruction that is a critical part of early reading instruction (e.g., Connor et al., 
2004; Foorman et al., 2016; National Reading Panel, 2000). Further, their class-
room quality measure did not capture teachers’ ability to differentiate the instruc-
tion according to the varied performance levels and needs of the students. In 
early literacy classes, students’ performance levels can vary from fluent reading 

Fig. 1   Hypothesized model for teachers’ knowledge, instruction quality, and children’s outcome. Note: 
T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2
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to knowing only some of the letters and the teachers need to design and adapt 
instruction to keep all children engaged and learning (Arrow et al., 2015; Connor 
et al., 2009; see Puzio et al., 2020, for a recent meta-analysis). While most teach-
ers naturally differentiate their instruction in response to individual student needs 
either by designing differentiated lesson plans or in their interactions with stu-
dents who struggle, it is likely that the quality of the differentiation varies widely 
across teachers and could be related to teacher knowledge and student outcomes 
(e.g., Arrow et al., 2015).

Figure 1 displays the assumed paths between teacher knowledge and percep-
tions, classroom practice, and student outcomes assessed in this study. The aim 
of the current study was to examine the associations between teachers’ knowledge 
of language and literacy constructs, their perceived ability to teach early literacy 
skills, their instructional practice (quality of reading instruction and differentia-
tion of reading instruction), and students’ early reading outcomes in the context 
of implementing phonics lessons after attending short workshops (see below for 
details). We observed literacy lessons twice and deemed the instruction proficient 
when the teacher supported children’s acquisition and application of phonologi-
cal awareness and phonics learning in a manner that kept children engaged. Dif-
ferentiation was assessed as proficient when the teacher was observed effectively 
modifying the instruction according to the students’ needs (see “Appendix 1” for 
the rubric). We measured children’s decoding skills at the beginning of the study 
and again 4 months later with a measure closely aligned with the content of the 
phonics lessons. We also assessed children’s word reading skills with a standard-
ized test at the end of the study. Teachers’ language and literacy knowledge and 
perceived ability were assessed at the beginning of the study together with infor-
mation on years of experience and education, and again at the end of the study. 
We divided perceived ability into proximal and distal, with the proximal score 
encompassing teachers’ self-rated ability to teach phonemic awareness, phonics, 
and reading to typically developing children and children who struggle learning 
to read whereas the distal score included teachers’ self-rated ability to teach read-
ing fluency, vocabulary, comprehension, children’s literature, and spelling.

More specifically, we attempted to answer the following five research 
questions:

1.	 Is teachers’ language and literacy knowledge related to their observed early read-
ing instruction quality and their ability to differentiate instruction?

2.	 Is teachers’ language and literacy knowledge related to the effectiveness of their 
early reading instruction as measured by student outcomes?

3.	 Are the observed early reading instruction quality and ability to differentiate 
instruction related to the student outcomes?

4.	 Is the relationship between teachers’ language and literacy knowledge and student 
outcomes mediated by observed quality or differentiation of instruction?

5.	 Are the proximal and distal perceived abilities and years of experience related 
to knowledge, quality of instruction, differentiation of instruction, and student 
outcomes?
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Methods

Participants

The participants used in this study were part of a larger project that aimed to exam-
ine the effects of providing Grade 1 teachers professional learning on evidence-
based practices including phonological awareness and phonics, and on providing 
Tier 2 intervention to struggling Grade 1 children (Georgiou et  al., 2021). Ethics 
permission for the project was obtained from the Research Board of the University 
of Alberta (Pro00091636).

To recruit the sample for this study, we first sent letters containing information 
about our study to parents/guardians of 1796 children attending Grade 1 in 42 pub-
lic elementary schools (79 classes) in Edmonton, Canada. The schools were located 
in different parts of the city to increase representation of different demographics in 
our study. Parental consent was received for 1526 children. If children experienced 
sensory or intellectual difficulties, were not willing to participate, were absent at 
both testing periods, moved to a different school not participating in the study, or 
had recently immigrated to Canada and did not speak English well enough to follow 
instructions, they were excluded from the study (45 children). At Time 2, our sample 
comprised 1481 children (729 females and 752 males; Mage = 6.47 years, SD = 0.44). 
Eighty-two percent of the children were White, 12% East Asian, 4% Indigenous, 2% 
European, and 2% Other.

Teachers (n = 79; 76 females, 3 males) participated in the project by attending 
professional learning on evidence-based practices (see below) and by filling out a 
questionnaire before the onset of this study on their perceived ability to teach differ-
ent literacy skills, their highest attained education, the number of years of teaching 
experience, and their knowledge of language and literacy constructs. The perceived 
ability and knowledge of language and literacy constructs were assessed again at 
Time 2. The teachers were observed twice delivering a 40-min reading lesson in 
order for us to evaluate the quality of their instruction and their ability to differenti-
ate instruction (see below). Their written consent was obtained prior to participating 
in the study.

Measures

Children

Children were assessed at Times 1 (mid-September) and 2 (mid-January) on two 
experimenter-developed decoding tasks (one with real words and one with pro-
nounceable pseudowords) and at Time 2 also on the blue form of the WRAT-5 Word 
Reading task (Wilkinson & Robertson, 2017). The two experimenter-developed 
decoding tasks comprised 20 items each and a participant’s score was the sum of the 
scores in the two tasks (max = 40). The items were words or pseudowords made of 
graphemes covered in the scope and sequence we provided to teachers during their 
professional learning prior to the start of the school year. Children were first asked 
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to read aloud the list of real words and then the list of pseudowords. The lists were 
identical at Times 1 and 2, and presentation was discontinued after five consecutive 
errors. Cronbach’s alpha reliability in our sample ranged from 0.90 to 0.94.

In WRAT-5 Word Reading, children were asked to read aloud a list of 15 lower-
case letters and 55 words of increasing difficulty. The test was discontinued after five 
consecutive errors and a participant’s score was the total number correct (max = 70). 
Cronbach’s alpha reliability in our sample was 0.92.

Teachers

Teachers filled out a questionnaire prior to the onset of the study and again in 
January at the conclusion the study. The questionnaire consisted of three sections 
(see “Appendix 1”). In Sect. 1, we collected information on teachers’ background 
(degree: BEd, BA + After Degree BEd, or graduate studies; and years of teach-
ing experience). In Sect. 2, we asked teachers to rate their ability to teach different 
aspects of literacy. These questions were adapted from Washburn et al. (2011). Each 
question in this section had four choices: minimal, moderate, very good, and expert. 
We derived two scores from the teachers’ responses in this section. The Perceived 
Proximal Ability score (max = 16) was the sum of the scores on items asking teach-
ers to rate themselves in teaching (a) reading to typically-developing children, (b) 
reading to struggling readers, (c) phonemic awareness, and (d) phonics. The second, 
the Perceived Distal Ability score (max = 20), was the sum of the scores on items 
asking teachers to rate themselves in teaching (a) reading fluency, (b) vocabulary, 
(c) comprehension, (d) children’s literature, and (e) spelling. In Sect.  3, we asked 
46 questions assessing teachers’ knowledge about language and literacy constructs. 
The questions covered syllable awareness, phonemic awareness, phonics, and mor-
phological awareness and were sampled from previous questionnaires on teachers’ 
knowledge about language and literacy constructs provided to us by Dr. Malatesha 
Joshi (e.g., Binks-Cantrell et al., 2012; Washburn et al., 2011). The Time 1 Cron-
bach’s alpha reliability in our sample was 0.71, and Time 1 and 2 questionnaire 
scores correlated 0.58, indicating reasonable stability.

Teacher professional learning

We offered three professional learning sessions to teachers: one at the end of August 
(prior to students coming to school in September for the new school year), one at 
the end of October, and one at the end of January. Each session was about 3 h long 
and the teachers attended it in groups of 25–30 in a conference room at the school 
division’s headquarters. In the first session, the focus was first on understanding 
Phonological Awareness (PA) and Phonics (including the difference between them) 
and the key competencies on the developmental continuum of PA (Bos et al., 1999). 
A collection of evidence-based PA activities (e.g., sound identification, blending 
and segmenting words into sounds) were shared along with video examples. This 
involved explaining to teachers what each of these concepts are, how they dif-
fer from each other, and why they should be taught. They were also given a scope 



	 R. Parrila et al.

1 3

and sequence of 60 grapheme-phoneme correspondences and example lesson plans 
on teaching phonological awareness and phonics corresponding to the scope and 
sequence. The scope and sequence were based on the GPC frequencies presented 
in Vousden et al. (2011), apart from us moving several vowels earlier in sequence 
to be able to spell more real words. The first six graphemes covered were s, a, t, l, 
p and i. All materials were made available to the teachers through a shared folder 
in Google Drive. We also provided the teachers with multiple examples of how to 
differentiate instruction to meet the needs of all their students. In the second ses-
sion, teachers reviewed the phases of reading development and orthographic map-
ping (Ehri, 2014), the scope and sequence for teaching high frequency Grapheme-
Phoneme Correspondences (GPCs), and previewed a 30-min Phonics lesson. In this 
lesson, students are led through a brief PA drill and then taught a target GPC of 
the day using explicit instruction. Next, they are given time to practice reading the 
new GPC through an interactive application activity (e.g., Roll and Read). The les-
son concludes with shared book reading where they are asked to identify and read 
words that contain the taught GPC in decodable text (Savage et al., 2018). During 
this meeting, we also shared with teachers progress monitoring tools for both pho-
nological awareness and phonics and showed them how to use the tools. In the third 
session, teachers were introduced to the concepts of morphology and Morphologi-
cal Awareness (MA). They completed a brief training in an instructional approach 
called Structured Word Inquiry (Bowers, 2009) and were provided with morphol-
ogy activities from the Florida Center for Reading Research (www. fcrr.org). Both 
resources offered instruction on teaching morphemes (the smallest unit of meaning 
in words), morphological structure, and word analysis.

Teaching observations

Eight graduate students were trained to perform observations of reading lessons 
at each participating class. Two independent raters observed two 40-min reading 
lessons of each teacher with about 10  days interval in between. The same raters 
observed the same teacher at both times. We developed a rubric based on the treat-
ment integrity tool used in Savage et  al. (2018; see “Appendix 2”). The rubric 
included two dimensions of teaching (quality of teaching and differentiation of 
instruction) that were each scored either as limited (0 points), meets (1 point), or 
proficient (2 points). The final score for each teacher on the two observed dimen-
sions was the sum score from the two observations. The initial interrater agreement 
was 0.95 and where disagreements existed, the raters discussed their ratings and 
came to an agreement on the score.

Procedure

Children were tested individually by trained graduate students in a quiet room 
at their respective schools during the school hours. Testing at both times lasted 
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approximately 15 min. Teachers filled out the questionnaire before receiving any 
professional learning on evidence-based practices in teaching reading. The obser-
vations were carried out in November (about 3 months after the beginning of the 
school year) at a convenient day and time for the teachers. During the observa-
tions, the raters would sit at the back of the classroom in opposite sides.

Statistical analysis

The analyses were conducted using the multilevel modeling framework (Heck & 
Thomas, 2009) with Mplus (Version 8; Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017). The mul-
tilevel modeling allows us to differentiate variances in the variables into two com-
ponents: (a) variation due to differences between teachers (i.e., between-classroom 
variation) and (b) variation due to individual differences between children (i.e., 
within-classroom variation). To examine different predictors at both between- and 
within-classroom levels, we constructed a multilevel mediation model shown in 
Fig. 1 above. For the between-classroom level, the model included teachers’ years 
of experience, perceived ability (self-reported), and knowledge about language and 
literacy as predictor variables, quality of teaching and differentiation of instruction 
as mediator variables, and children’s performance on the experimenter-developed 
decoding tasks at Time 2 as an outcome variable. Degree was excluded from the 
predictors as there were only a handful of teachers with an after-degree B.Ed or 
a master’s degree. Children’s decoding skills at Time 1 were also included in the 
model as a control variable. For the within-classroom level, the model included 
children’s age, gender, and decoding skills at Time 1 as predictor variables and 
phonics skills at Time 2 as an outcome variable. Next, to test the indirect effects 
of teacher variables at Time 1 (i.e., years of experience, perceived teaching ability, 
and knowledge about language and literacy) on children’s decoding skills at Time 
2 via quality of teaching and differentiation of instruction, we performed mediation 
analysis (Hayes, 2018).

Little’s Missing Completely at Random test (Little, 1988) showed that our miss-
ing data (either due to children missing some tasks due to absences or missing 
responses in teacher questionnaires) were missing completely at random at both 
between- and within-classroom levels (between-classroom level: χ2 = 32.7, df = 37, 
p = 0.67; within-classroom level: χ2 = 12.7, df = 9, p = 0.18). All analyses handled 
missing data using full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation, which 
allowed the use of all observations in the data set to estimate the parameters in the 
models (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017). Model fit was examined using chi-square 
values and four fit indices: the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index 
(TLI), the root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the standard-
ized root-mean-square residual (SRMR). CFI and TLI values above 0.95, RMSEA 
values below or at 0.06, and SRMR values below 0.08 indicate good model fit 
(Kline, 2015).
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Results

Descriptive analysis

Table 1 reports the teachers’ perceived ability to teach different reading skills and 
students as well as the proportion of correct answers they provided to the language 
and literacy knowledge questionnaire. In general, the perceived ability means are 
comparable to what has been reported in the literature for North American (Cun-
ningham et al., 2004) and New Zealand (Arrow et al., 2019) teachers, and slightly 
higher than those reported for preservice teachers (Washburn et  al., 2011) using 
similar questions. The Language and Literacy Knowledge proportion correct score 
of 0.54 at Time 1 is comparable to 0.57 Arrow et al. (2019) reported for New Zea-
land teachers, lower than 0.67 Washburn et  al. (2016) reported for Canadian pre-
service teachers, but comparable to their reported values for English, US, and New 
Zealand preservice teachers.

Table 2 reports the descriptive statistics for all measures used in the study. Intra-
class correlations (ICCs) of children’s variables showed that between classrooms 
differences in decoding skills were statistically significant: 6% [90% CI (0.03, 0.10)] 
and 13% [90% CI (0.09, 0.20)] of the total variability at Times 1 and 2, respectively, 
reflected shared variance at the classroom level. Time 2 WRAT standard score mean 
indicates that our sample of Grade 1 students was reading slightly below the average 
for what would be expected of North American children at this point. The teachers, 
on average, had 12 years of experience and their teaching quality and differentiation 
of instruction was rated slightly above “meets the standard” criteria.

Table 3 reports the correlations among all the variables in the study. Not surpris-
ingly, children’s decoding skills at Times 1 and 2 were significantly correlated with 

Table 1   Teachers’ self-reported (perceived) teaching ability

a 1 = minimal; 2 = moderate; 3 = very good; 4 = expert
b Proportion correct 
* 0.05; **0.01; ***p < 0.001

Time 1 Time 2 Welch’s t Hedges’g

n Meana SD n Meana SD

Perceived ability to teacha

 Typically developing readers 77 2.57 0.68 78 2.66 0.53 − 0.76 0.15
 Struggling readers 77 2.06 0.61 78 2.40 0.52 − 4.04*** 0.59
 Phonemic awareness 77 2.30 0.65 78 2.66 0.53 − 4.36*** 0.60
 Phonics 76 2.41 0.66 78 2.74 0.52 − 4.17*** 0.55
 Fluency 77 2.26 0.66 78 2.42 0.55 − 1.95 0.26
 Vocabulary 77 2.43 0.59 78 2.67 0.47 − 3.13** 0.45
 Comprehension 77 2.36 0.54 78 2.65 0.51 − 4.09*** 0.55
 Children’s literature 76 2.53 0.53 76 2.69 0.49 − 2.33* 0.31
 Spelling 76 2.29 0.63 78 2.58 0.52 − 3.67*** 0.50

Language and Literacy Knowledgeb 77 0.54 0.10 77 0.69 0.09 − 11.89*** 1.56
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their Time 2 WRAT performance. Children’s decoding skills at Time 1 were nega-
tively correlated with differentiation of instruction (r = − 0.30), while Time 2 decod-
ing skills were positively correlated with teachers’ years of experience (r = 0.24). 
Years of experience was also positively correlated with teachers’ perceived teaching 
abilities (both proximal and distal; rs ranged from 0.29 to 0.36 across time points). 
Distal, but not proximal, perceived ability at Time 1 correlated with Time 1 decod-
ing and Time 2 WRAT scores. In addition, teachers’ knowledge about language and 
literacy at Time 1 correlated significantly with the quality of teaching (r = 0.31) but 
not with the differentiation of instruction (r = 0.19). Time 2 language and literacy 
knowledge score correlated significantly only with Time 1 score and Time 2 proxi-
mal perceived ability.

Multilevel modeling

Figure  2 shows the final multilevel model for teacher variables and children’s 
decoding skills. The model fit was excellent, χ2(20) = 16.25, p = 0.70, CFI = 1.00, 
TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = 0.00, SRMRwithin = 0.02, SRMRbetween = 0.06. As expected, 
decoding skills at Time 1 predicted significantly decoding skills at Time 2 both in 
the individual and classroom levels (βs = 0.69 and 0.55, ps < 0.001). At the between-
classroom level, teachers’ knowledge about language and literacy was associated 
significantly with the quality of teaching (β = 0.31, p < 0.01), whereas the asso-
ciation with the differentiation of instruction approached significance (β = 0.18, 
p = 0.08). In addition, children’s higher Time 1 decoding skills were associated with 

Table 2   Descriptive statistics for the measures used in the study

ICC, intraclass correlation; T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2

Mean SD Range ICC

Level 1: Student (n = 1481)
 Age 6.47 0.44 5.1–7.9 0.06 (0.03, 0.10)
 Decoding T1 6.81 11.17 0–40 0.06 (0.03, 0.10)
 Decoding T2 18.93 13.76 0–40 0.14 (0.09, 0.20)
 WRAT (raw score) T2 21.76 8.14 0–69 0.07 (0.04, 0.12)
 WRAT (standard score) T2 94.47 16.86 55–145 0.06 (0.03, 0.10)

Level 2: Teacher (n = 79)
 Years of experience 11.87 9.32 2–42 –
 Perceived ability: proximal T1 9.37 2.07 4–15 –
 Perceived ability: proximal T2 10.46 1.70 7–15 –
 Perceived ability: distal T1 11.87 2.12 6–16 –
 Perceived ability: distal T2 12.99 1.90 9–16 –
 Language and literacy knowledge T1 0.54 0.10 0.30–0.78 –
 Language and literacy knowledge T2 0.69 0.09 0.50–0.89 –
 Quality of teaching 2.68 1.10 0–4 –
 Differentiation of instruction 2.50 1.04 0–4 –
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less differentiation of instruction (β = − 0.33, p < 0.01), whereas more differentiation 
of instruction (β = 0.25, p < 0.05) and teachers perceived proximal ability of teaching 
(β = 0.22, p < 0.05) uniquely predicted decoding skills at Time 2 over and above the 
autoregressive effect of decoding skills at Time 1. In turn, at the within-classroom 
level, children’s gender, but not age, predicted decoding skills at Time 2 after con-
trolling for decoding skills at Time 1, indicating that the improvement was slightly 
larger for girls than for boys. Finally, the results of mediation analysis showed that 
the indirect effect of teachers’ knowledge on children’s decoding skills at Time 2 
via differentiation of instruction was not statistically significant (estimate = 0.05, 
p = 0.18). As the association of decoding to differentiation changes direction, no 
estimate for the indirect effect was calculated.

Figure  3 shows the final multilevel model for teacher variables and chil-
dren’s WRAT word reading scores at Time 2. The model fit was excel-
lent, χ2(13) = 10.52, p = 0.65, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = 0.00, 
SRMRwithin = 0.01, SRMRbetween = 0.06. As above, teachers’ knowledge was asso-
ciated significantly with the quality of teaching and the association with differ-
entiation of instruction approached significance. For WRAT, however, years of 
experience instead of perceived proximal ability predicted the Time 2 outcome 
(β = 0.29, p < 0.05). In turn, the positive association of quality of teaching with 
Time 2 word reading score approached significance (β = 0.38, p = 0.05), whereas 
the differentiation of instruction was significantly and negatively associated with 
the word reading scores (β =  − 0.44, p < 0.05). These last two results indicate that 

Fig. 2   Final model for teachers’ knowledge, instruction quality, and children’s phonics outcome. Note: 
T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2. †p = 0.08; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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differentiation was more common in classrooms with more struggling readers 
but when that is controlled, better quality instruction was observed in classrooms 
with better reading skills. The results of mediation analysis showed that the indi-
rect effect of teachers’ knowledge on children’s word reading skills at Time 2 
via quality of teaching approached significance (estimate = 0.13, p = 0.09). When 
Time 1 decoding score was added to the model (Fig. 4), it was a highly significant 
predictor (β = 0.61 on teacher and 0.79 on the individual level, both p < 0.001) 
and explained an additional 25% (teacher) and 61% (individual) of Time 2 word 
reading variance. Years of experience remained a significant predictor of Time 
2 word reading (β = 0.24, p < 0.05), but neither quality nor differentiation of 
instruction predicted word reading after earlier decoding was controlled.

Finally, we reran the same models as in Figs. 2 and 4 using the teacher’s per-
ceived teaching abilities and knowledge about language and literacy at Time 
2 (Figs.  5, 6). The teacher variables at Time 2 were included in the models at 
the same level with the quality and differentiation of instruction as media-
tors. Both models showed a good fit (Fig.  5: χ2 = 13.71, df = 19, p = 0.80, 
CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = 0.00, SRMRwithin = 0.01, SRMRbetween = 0.07; 
Fig.  6: χ2 = 15.99, df = 21, p = 0.77, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = 0.00, 
SRMRwithin = 0.02, SRMRbetween = 0.09). The results showed that years of experi-
ence predicted teachers’ perceived teaching abilities (both proximal and distal; 
βs = 0.27–0.31, respectively). Distal, but not proximal, perceived ability at Time 
2 was negatively associated with children’s outcomes at Time 2 (βs =  − 0.22, 
p < 0.05 and − 0.19, p = 0.07 for decoding and word reading scores, respectively). 

Fig. 3   A model for teachers’ knowledge, instruction quality, and children’s word reading outcome. Note: 
WRAT RS, WRAT raw score; T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2. †p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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As the association of years of experience to distal perceived teaching ability 
changes direction, no estimate for the indirect effect was calculated.

Discussion

In the current study, we examined the associations between teachers’ knowledge of 
language and literacy constructs, their perceived ability to teach early literacy skills, 
their instructional practices, and students’ early reading outcomes. The model we 
tested assumed that teachers’ knowledge of language and literacy skills could affect 
students’ performance by improving the quality of phonics lessons in general or by 
improving differentiation of instruction observed in those lessons. We also included 
a direct link from teacher knowledge to child outcomes, thus accounting for possible 
impact of knowledge on teacher behaviours our observations did not capture. Per-
ceived ability to teach reading was first divided into proximal (self-reported ability 
to teach phonics, phonemic awareness, and reading to typically developing children 
and struggling readers) and distal (self-reported ability to teach reading fluency, 
vocabulary, comprehension, spelling and children’s literature) and then included in 
the model similarly to teacher knowledge with both direct and indirect effects to stu-
dent outcomes. Finally, we included teachers’ years of experience as well as predic-
tor of reading outcomes and controlled for earlier decoding skills.

Fig. 4   Final model for teachers’ knowledge, instruction quality, and children’s word reading outcome. 
Note: WRAT RS, WRAT raw score; T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2. †p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; 
***p < 0.001
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As is typically the case, the strongest predictor of a skill was the skill itself at an 
earlier time point. Decoding at Time 1 accounted for most variance in decoding and 
word reading at Time 2, making the analyses of the impact of the remaining vari-
ables somewhat conservative. In relation to our first research question, Figs. 2 and 3 
show that teacher knowledge was associated with both the quality of instruction and 
the differentiation of instruction we observed during the reading instruction. It did 
not, however, directly predict reading outcomes at Time 2, and for any substantive 
indirect effects to eventuate, the quality of teaching and differentiation of instruction 
variables needed to be positively associated with the reading outcome variables at 
Time 2 over and above what the skill itself accounted for. In general, this was not the 
case in our study. The exception to this was the effect of differentiation of instruction 
to Time 2 decoding skills where the pattern of results suggested that poorer Time 1 
decoding skills in the classroom lead to more differentiation of instruction, which 
then contributed to better decoding skills at Time 2. Teacher knowledge also con-
tributed to differentiation, although this association only approached significance.

Fig. 5   Final model for teachers’ knowledge at time 2, instruction quality, and children’s word reading 
outcome. Note: T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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While this last result is encouraging, as is the fact that teacher knowledge was 
significantly associated with the quality of instruction, the limited strength of the 
associations raises questions about the quality and sufficiency of the informa-
tion that can be obtained about classroom instruction during short visits, such 
as those used in this study. However, Piasta et  al. (2020) recorded a full day 
of instruction in early childhood classrooms and analysed the recordings using 
a considerably more complex rating scale than what we used in this study, yet 
their results showed no significant correlations between classroom practice and 
child outcomes. While it is possible that variation between classrooms is small 
and the teacher impact on variability in learning outcomes limited (e.g., Olson 
et al., 2014), it is also possible that the current observation schemes do not cap-
ture some of the critical elements of early literacy instruction. Specific to the 
current study, it is also possible that while our observation rubrics resulted in 
high inter-rater reliability, they were not sufficiently valid for the purpose and 
may have failed to capture the important aspects of variability in instructional 

Fig. 6   Final model for teachers’ knowledge at time 2, instruction quality, and children’s word read-
ing outcome. Note: WRAT RS, WRAT raw score; T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2. †p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; 
**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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quality and differentiation sufficiently with their three-point scales and limited 
set of questions. One implication of these results would then be that we need 
more research on what efficient early literacy instruction entails and how it can 
be assessed in a more fine-grained, yet reliable, manner. At a practical level, our 
results (together with those of Piasta et al., 2020) question the validity of current 
assessment methods and encourage further observational studies into the details 
of effective literacy instruction for diverse groups of students (see e.g.. Pressley 
et al., 2007).

In line with previous studies, the teachers in this study rated their ability to 
teach different early literacy content areas somewhere between “moderate” and 
“very good” as a group and their ratings improved during the study. Given our stu-
dents’ mean WRAT standard score of 95, we could argue that similar to existing 
results, they may have overestimated their ability to teach at least the word reading 
skills that WRAT most closely assesses. However, self-rated ability to teach dif-
ferent aspects of early literacy skills was positively correlated with some of the 
outcome measures. Perceived ability, both in Time 1 and Time 2, was also posi-
tively correlated with years of experience, and the proximal ability predicted Time 
2 decoding after controlling Time 1 decoding—these results could be interpreted 
to indicate that teachers perceive their ability to meet their students’ needs devel-
oping over time, and that this assessment is not entirely incongruent with their 
actual ability. We should note, however, that the perceived ability scores did not 
correlate with observed quality of instruction or with the language and literacy 
knowledge, with the exception of Time 2 perceived proximal ability and language 
and literacy knowledge. Together with a large improvement in language and lit-
eracy knowledge from Time 1 to Time 2, this last result could indicate an effect 
of the professional development on what teachers knew about the structure of lan-
guage and how they perceived that knowledge helping them to design better basic 
reading instruction.

Several existing studies have indicated that teachers lack knowledge of the lan-
guage and literacy constructs researchers frequently consider necessary for high-
quality, explicit, early reading instruction. Not surprisingly, teachers in our sample 
fared no better with the language and literacy knowledge questionnaire, although 
their knowledge increased during the study. Teacher knowledge correlated posi-
tively with the quality of their instruction, but not with any of the reading measures 
included in this study. The direct association between teacher knowledge and student 
outcomes has been difficult to establish (e.g., Carlisle et al., 2009, 2011; McCutchen, 
Harry et al., 2002a, 2002b), which was one of the reasons for including the assess-
ment of instructional practice in this study. Having knowledge about language and 
literacy constructs does not necessarily mean that the teachers can or will apply that 
knowledge in their teaching practice. For example, Arrow et al. (2019) noted that in 
their sample of New Zealand teachers, teachers with high levels of explicit linguistic 
knowledge did not apply that knowledge to their teaching practice, with the excep-
tion of giving slightly more word-level (as opposed to contextual) prompts when 
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children made reading errors. Assuming the connection between language and lit-
eracy knowledge and both quality of instruction and student outcomes may be too 
simplistic without understanding the additional knowledges needed, and possibly 
how local communities of practice can shape beliefs (Nuttall, 2010) and constrain 
how knowledge teachers bring to the school can be implemented in practice. We 
clearly need more studies on how and under what conditions knowledge is translated 
into practice.

We would, however, be negligent if we did not consider an alternative explana-
tion to the lack of significant associations: Maybe the knowledge assessed by the 
questionnaire used in this study—and those used in earlier studies including very 
similar items—is not the knowledge that matters the most. While the existing stud-
ies have provided sufficient reliability and construct and content validity informa-
tion, we could argue that the predictive validity remains to be established. If the 
goal is to understand what teachers need to know to provide high quality early lit-
eracy instruction and thereby improve student outcomes, predictive validity of the 
tool used to assess that knowledge seems of paramount importance. This leaves us 
with two recommendations for future research: examine both knowledge of con-
tent and practice, and examine them broadly in relation to classroom instruction 
and student outcomes to establish what the critical aspects driving better student 
performance are.

Finally, we should note several limitations of the current study that need to be 
considered. First, we did not assess motivational factors that may have signifi-
cantly affected in particular the quality of phonics instruction we observed. The 
teachers in this study were required to attend the workshops as part of their man-
dated professional learning and the workshops were developed by the university 
researchers without consultation with the teachers. It is possible that co-designing 
workshops with teachers to address what they consider as their most significant 
needs would lead to different outcomes, and likely to including more translational 
knowledge in the workshops. This is another avenue that professional learning 
research may want to pursue to establish reliable pathways from knowledge to 
practice to student outcomes. Second, there clearly is a lot of work to be done 
with validating the classroom observation tools and making sure they capture the 
critical content. Since establishing the indirect effects in this study depended on 
classroom practices being positively associated with the reading outcomes, it is 
possible that better observation tools would reveal significant indirect effects we 
were not able to observe.

In conclusion, teachers’ knowledge of language and literacy was associated with 
the observed quality of their early reading instruction, but neither was predictive 
of later reading outcomes when earlier reading is controlled. We suggest that more 
research is needed both on what knowledge and instructional practices matter the 
most and on how and under what conditions the knowledge is translated to effective 
practice.
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Appendix 1: Survey of language constructs related to literacy 
acquisition

Thank you for participating in this survey. The information you provide will be 
invaluable in our efforts to ascertain what teachers know and are learning about lan-
guage and reading instruction. Our main goals are to examine how that knowledge 
translates into classroom practice and student learning—we are very interested in 
learning what knowledge really makes a difference! While we ask you to identify 
yourself in this form, all the results will be anonymous and no individual or school 
will be identified at any point. Dr. Georgiou will be the only person who has access 
to the names of teachers after the data is entered.

Some of the items are be more difficult than others and we do not expect that you 
will be able to answer every item correctly. However, please complete all the items 
as best as you can. Please be honest as your responses will have NO impact on your 
job.

Your name:      Grade(s) you teach:  

1. Please provide:  a.  highest degree you have obtained (e.g., B.S., B.A., M.Ed., etc.):_________ __

b.  Year obtained: ______________________ 

c.  Name of the Ins­tu­on (e.g., University of Alberta): ________________ 

d.  Please l ist the courses in teaching reading and language arts you have taken: 

2. Please l ist previous relevant work experience (i.e., teacher, administrator, learning support teachers, etc.): 

3.  How would you rate your abil ity to teach reading to 
typically developing readers? 

a.  minimal     
b.  moderate     
c.  very good    
d.  expert 

4.  How would you rate your abil ity to teach reading to 
struggling readers?  

a.  minimal     
b.  moderate     
c.  very good    
d.  expert 

5.  How would you rate your abil ity to teach phonemic 
awareness? 

a.  minimal     
b.  moderate     
c.  very good    
d.  expert 

6.  How would you rate your abil ity to teach phonics? 

a.  minimal     
b.  moderate     
c.  very good    
d.  expert 

7.  How would you rate your abil ity to teach fluency? 

a.  minimal     
b.  moderate     
c.  very good    
d.  expert 

8.  How would you rate your abil ity to teach 
vocabulary? 

a.  minimal     
b.  moderate     
c.  very good    
d.  expert 
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9.  How would you rate your abil ity to teach 
comprehension? 

a.  minimal     
b.  moderate     
c.  very good    
d.  expert 

10.  How would you rate your abil ity to teach 
children’s l iterature? 

a.  minimal     
b.  moderate     
c.  very good    
d.  expert 

11.  How would you rate your abil ity to teach spell ing? 

a.  minimal     
b.  moderate     
c.  very good    
d.  expert 

12.  How would you rate your abil ity to teach story 
wri�ng? 

a.  minimal     
b.  moderate     
c.  very good    
d.  expert 

13.  A phoneme refers to: 

a.  a single le�er   
b.  a single speech sound
c.  a single unit of meaning     
d.  a grapheme   
e.  no idea 

14. If �fe is a word, the le�er “i” would probably 
sound like the “i” in:

a.  if  
b.  beau�ful   
c.  find  
d.  ceil ing 
e.  sing  
f.  no idea 

15.  A combina�on of two or three consonants  
pronounced so that each le�er keeps its own iden�ty 
is called: 

16.  How many speech sounds are in the following 
words? For example, the word “cat” has 3 speech 
sounds ‘k’-‘a’-‘t’.  (Speech sounds do not necessarily 
equal the number of le�ers). 

# of sounds
a.  ship

b.  grass

c.  box 

d.  moon

e.  brush

f.  knee

g.  through

17.  What type of task would the following be? “Say 
the word ‘cat.’  Now say the word without the /k/ 
sound.”

a. blending  
b.  rhyming  
c.  segmenta�on  
d. dele�on  
e. no idea 

18.  A so� c is in the word: 

a.  Chicago  
b.  cat  
c.  chair   
d.  city 
e.  none of the above 
f.  no idea 

19.  Iden�fy the pair of words that begins with the 
same sound: 

a.  joke-goat  
b.  chef-shoe  
c.  quiet-giant  
d.  chip-chemist     
e.  no idea 

a.  si lent consonant 
b.  consonant digraph   
c.  diphthong  
d.  consonant blend  
f.  no idea 
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20.  (The next 2 items involve saying a word and then reversing the order of the sounds.  For example, the 
word “back” would be “cab.”)

a.  If you say the word, and then reverse the order of the sounds, ice would be: 

a.  easy  b.  sea  c.  size  d.  sigh  e.  no idea 

b.  If you say the word, and then reverse the order of the sounds, enough would be: 

a.  fun  b.  phone  c.  funny  d.  one  e.  no idea 

21.  For each of the words on the le�, determine the number of syllables and the number of morphemes. 
(Please be sure to give both the number of syllables and the number of morphemes, even though it may be the 
same number.)

# of syllables # of morphemes
a.  disassemble

b.  heaven

c.  observer

d.  salamander 

e.  bookkeeper

f.  frogs

g.  teacher

22.  Which of the following words has 2 closed syllables? 

a.  wave 
b.  bacon       
c.  paddle  
d.  napkin      
e.  none of the above 
f.  no idea 

23.  Which of the following words contains an open syllable? 

a.  wave  
b.  bacon    
c.  paddle  
d.  napkin      
e.  none of the above  
f.  no idea 

24.  Phonological awareness is: 

a.  the abil ity to use le�er-sound correspondences to decode. 
b.  the understanding of how spoken language is broken down and manipulated. 
c.  a teaching method for decoding skil ls. 
d.  the same as phonics. 
e.  no idea 
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25.  Phonemic awareness is: 

a.  the same as phonological awareness. 
b.  the understanding of how le�ers and sounds are put together to form words. 
c.  the abil ity to break down and manipulate the individual sounds in spoken language. 
d.  the abil ity to use sound-symbol correspondences to spell  new words. 
e.  no idea 

26.  Morphemic analysis is: 

a.  an instruc�onal approach that involves evalua�on of meaning based on mul�ple senses  
b.  an understanding of the meaning of le�ers and their sounds  
c.  studying the structure and rela�ons of meaningful l inguis�c units occurring in language 
d.  classifying and recording of individual speech sounds  
e.  no idea 

27.  Etymology is: 

a.  not really connected to the development of reading skil ls 
b.  the study of the history and development of the structures and meaning of words  
c.  the study of the causes of disabili�es  
d.  the study of human groups through first-hand observa�on 
e.  no idea 

28.  Reading a text and answering ques�ons based on explicit informa�on found withi n the text describes: 

a.  inferen�al comprehension 
b.  l iteral comprehension 
c.  summariza�on 
d.  ques�on genera�ng 
e.  no idea 

29.  Ques�ons that combine background knowledge and text informa�on to create a response describes which 
of the following: 

a.  inferen�al comprehension 
b.  l iteral comprehension 
c.  morphemic analysis 
d.  reciprocal teaching 
e.  no idea 

30.  Which of the following is a phonemic awareness ac�vity? 

a.  having a student segment the sounds in the word cat orally 
b.  having a student spell  the word cat aloud 
c.  having a student sound out the word cat 
d.  having a student recite all  the words that they can think of that rhyme with cat 
e.  no idea 

31.  Which of the following is not a reciprocal teaching ac�vity? 

a.  summariza�on 
b.  ques�on-genera�ng 
c.  using graphic organizers  
d.  clarifying 
e.  no idea 
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32.  What is the rule that governs the use of 'c' in the ini
al posi
on for /k/? 

a.  ‘c’ is used for /k/ in the ini
al posi
on before e, i , or y
b.  the use of ‘c’ for /k/ in the ini
al posi
on is random and must be memorized
c.  ‘c’ is used for /k/ in the ini
al posi
on before a, o, u, or any consonant
d.  none of the above 
e.  no idea 

33.  What is the rule that governs the use of 'k' in the ini
a l posi
on for /k/? 

a.  ‘k’ is used for /k/ in the ini
al posi
on before e, i , or y
b.  the use of ‘k’ for /k/ in the ini
al posi
on is random and must be memorized
c.  ‘k’ is used for /k/ in the ini
al posi
on before a, o, u, or any consonant
d.  none of the above 
e.  no idea 

34.  A morpheme refers to: 

a.  a single le er 
b.  a single speech sound 
c.  a single unit of meaning 
d.  a grapheme. 
e.  no idea 

35.  For each of the words on the le�, please l ist the prefix, root, and suffix. (You may use a dash to represent 
“none.”  If two fall  under one category, please l ist both.)

prefix root suffix
a.  undetermined

b.  uniform

c.  under

d.  unknowingly

e.  conductor

f.  disrup
on

g.  immaterial
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36.  The following ques�ons relate to ‘dyslexia.’ Please circle the extent to which you agree with the following 
statements: 

Definitely 
false

Probably 
false

Probably 
true

Definitely 
true

a. Seeing le�ers and words backwards is a 
characteris�c of dyslexia

1 2 3 4

b. Children with Dyslexia can be helped by using 
colored lenses/colored overlays

1 2 3 4

c. Children with dyslexia have problems in 
decoding and spell ing but not in l istening 
comprehension

1 2 3 4

d. Dyslexics tend to have lower IQ scores than 
non-dyslexics

1 2 3 4

e. Most teachers receive intensive training to 
work with dyslexic children

1 2 3 4

Again, thank you for participating in this survey. The information you have pro-
vided will be invaluable in our efforts to ascertain what knowledge is important for 
teachers. The survey results are anonymous, and no individual or institution will be 
identified. If you have time, you can peruse the survey and answer any questions that 
you have not answered. Please be honest as your responses will have NO impact on 
your job.

Appendix 2

Lesson delivery Proficient 2 Meets 1 Limited 0

Quality of teaching The teacher skillfully 
supports students’ 
acquisition and 
application of PA 
and Phonics learning 
during whole group 
instruction and inde-
pendent practice

The teacher supports 
students’ acquisition 
and application of PA 
and Phonics learning; 
however whole group 
instruction and/or 
follow-up independent 
practice may be less 
engaging. Students 
demonstrate on-task 
behaviour 50–75% of 
the time

Students are not sup-
ported in acquiring 
or applying PA and 
Phonics learning. The 
teacher’s instruction 
lacks focus and it is 
difficult for students to 
understand or may be 
incorrect

Students demonstrate 
on-task behaviour 
80–100% of the time

For example, the teach-
er’s explanation of 
content may be brief 
and less engaging

Students demonstrate on-
task behaviour less than 
50% of the time

For example, the 
teacher clearly and 
succinctly explains 
specific content that 
engages students

For example, the teacher’s 
explanation of content 
is confusing and lacks 
engagement



	 R. Parrila et al.

1 3

Lesson delivery Proficient 2 Meets 1 Limited 0

Differentiation of 
Instruction

The teacher skillfully 
monitors opportuni-
ties for integrating 
student participa-
tion and effectively 
modifies instruction 
to meet the individual 
needs of students. For 
example, the teacher 
gently reminds a 
student about the 
sound the grapheme 
makes while he or she 
struggles to decode 
a word

The teacher supports 
individual students 
as needed; however, 
there are some missed 
opportunities for inte-
gration or effective 
student support

The teacher teaches to the 
’middle’. There is clear 
evidence that the task is 
not varied to the need 
of the student and that 
that tasks may be too 
difficult for some and/or 
too easy for others

For example, the 
teacher explicitly 
demonstrates how 
to write graphemes 
in an Elkonin box to 
support a student in 
blending sounds to 
produce words

For example, teacher 
support is geared 
primarily towards the 
whole group. Support 
for individual students 
is provided when 
students request it or 
in response to a low 
level of participation 
or productivity

For example, teacher sup-
port of individual stu-
dent learning is not part 
of instruction. Request 
for help from individual 
students is ignored

Lesson coverage (minutes covered in each section): PA: _____                      Phonics: 
_____           Application Activity: ______
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