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We investigated relationships among elementary teachers’ reading-re-
lated content knowledge (knowledge of literature and phonology), their
philosophical orientation toward reading instruction, their classroom
practice, and their students’ learning. Correlations showed little rela-
tionship between instructional philosophy and content knowledge, and
little relationship between instructional philosophy and classroom prac-
tice. However, relationships emerged between content knowledge and in-
struction, and between kindergarten teachers’ phonological knowledge
and their students’ reading achievement. We recommend that the recent
focus on teacher’s disciplinary knowledge be broadened to include teach-
ers of beginning reading and that teachers be afforded opportunities to
develop the necessary knowledge base to teach reading effectively.
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208 THEORY-BASED PRACTICE

Recent debates about national standards for teachers have fo-
cused considerable attention on issues of teacher expertise.
Definitions of teacher expertise have evolved over the past 25
years, with procedural descriptions of classroom behaviors in-
creasingly sharing the stage with discussions of teacher thinking
and teacher knowledge (Borko & Putnam, 1996; Clark & Peterson,
1986; Leinhardt & Greeno, 1986; Shulman, 1987). Shulman and his
colleagues (Grossman, Wilson, & Shulman, 1989; Shulman, 1987)
revised the old adage about teaching when they argued that
“Those who know teach.” In disciplines such as mathematics, liter-
ature, and history, evidence indicates that teachers differ on as-
sessments of their disciplinary knowledge as well as their
disciplinary beliefs (D. Ball, 1991; Grossman, 1991; Wineburg &
Wilson, 1991), and such differences can have a profound effect on
classroom practice (Grossman et al., 1989).

Questions of disciplinary knowledge seem somewhat
straightforward in the context of high school content areas; and
indeed much of the discipline-based work on teacher knowl-
edge has involved secondary teachers (e.g., Grossman, 1991;
Wineburg & Wilson, 1991). However, Shulman (1987) argued
that assumptions about disciplinary knowing hold for elemen-
tary teachers as well, and research (e.g., D. Ball, 1991) has pro-
vided a rich—if sometimes alarming—picture of elementary
teachers’ mathematical knowledge. Our goal was to focus a
similar disciplinary lens on elementary teachers’ content knowl-
edge and beliefs about beginning reading.

READING AS SUBJECT MATTER

Specifying the content knowledge needed to teach beginning
reading is difficult, in part, because reading instruction in typical
elementary classrooms is embedded within the topic of lan-
guage arts, an often amorphous mixture of reading, writing, and
literature instruction that includes a variety of epistemological
perspectives on what it means to become “literate” (Grossman,
Valencia, & Hamel, 1995; Shanahan, 1994). In the past, the ques-
tion of teachers’ knowledge of reading has frequently been
framed in terms of academic preparation or state certification
standards (Austin, 1961; Bader, 1975; Braam & Oliver, 1970;
Nolen, McCutchen, & Berninger, 1990; Thelen, 1972;
Winkeljohann, 1976). More recently, there has been considerable
discussion of “best practice” in reading instruction (Adams,
1990; Baumann, Hoffman, Moon, & Duffy-Hester, 1998; Burns,
Griffin, & Snow, 1999; Pressley, 1998; Pressley et al., 1997), but
less about the professional, disciplinary knowledge base that en-
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READING TEACHERS KNOWLEDGE 209

ables teachers to develop and employ best practice in their class-
rooms. Research on teacher knowledge is emerging in the area of
reading (Bos, Mather, Dickson, Podhajski, & Chard, 2001;
Cunningham, Perry, Stanovich, Stanovich, & Chapell, 2001; Ehri
& Williams, 1995; Grossman et al., 1995; Mather, Bos, & Babur,
2001; McCutchen et al., 2002; Moats, 1994; Pearson, 1996; Troyer
& Yopp, 1990). However, much of the debate within reading re-
search has focused on teachers’ philosophical beliefs and knowl-
edge of instructional approaches rather than the issue of content
knowledge per se (Alvermann, 1990; DeFord, 1985; Richardson,
Anders, Tidwell, & Loyd, 1991; Sacks & Mergendoller, 1997).
What is the content knowledge (i.e., disciplinary knowledge)
important for effective beginning reading instruction?
Professional standards have outlined relevant knowledge at a
general level (International Reading Association [IRA], 1978).
Recently, the National Reading Panel (NRP), building on earlier
work (Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999), released results of their sys-
tematic review of research on reading instruction (NRP, 2000).
However, the NRP report focused more on student knowledge
than teacher knowledge, concluding that issues of teacher knowl-
edge warrant further research. The present study begins to ad-
dress the issue of reading-related content knowledge by focusing
on two aspects of teachers’ content knowledge that have been
identified as important in effective reading instruction: knowl-
edge of children’s literature and knowledge of English phonology.

KNOWLEDGE OF LITERATURE

Children’s literature has long been considered an important ele-
ment in reading instruction (IRA, 1978; Commission on Read-
ing, National Academy of Education, 1985) and is frequently
included as required course work in state certification require-
ments (Nolen et al., 1990). Although a variety of instructional
goals may be served by including children’s literature as part of
reading instruction (Scharer, Freeman, Lehman, & Allen, 1993;
Tharp & Gallimore, 1989), knowledge of children’s literature
seems a logical prerequisite for any literature-based instruction
(Grossman et al., 1995).

Pressley et al. (1997) documented that a key feature of effec-
tive reading instruction is teachers’ creation and maintenance of
literate environments (i.e., well-stocked in-class libraries, and ample
opportunities for students to read and write). Such an emphasis
on literature is a defining characteristic of the whole language
philosophy (Bergeron, 1990; Manning & Manning, 1989), although
research outside whole-language traditions also documents the
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210 THEORY-BASED PRACTICE

importance of literary experience. Knowledge of books and mag-
azines (reflecting the volume of reading done by an individual) is
related to word recognition (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1991,
1993), reading comprehension (Taylor, Frye, & Maruyama, 1990)
and spelling (Stanovich & Cunningham, 1992). In a 10-year longi-
tudinal study, Cunningham and Stanovich (1997) found that indi-
vidual differences in reading habits (measured in terms of
knowledge of authors and titles) predicted differences in the
growth of reading comprehension ability throughout the elemen-
tary and high school years. Furthermore, recent reviews have
documented relationships between early parent-child book read-
ing and reading achievement (Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994), as
well as between book reading, emergent literacy, and language
growth (Bus, van ljzendoorn, & Pellegrini, 1995).

If teachers are to create and maintain a literate environment
for their students, we might expect teachers to be knowledge-
able about children’s literature. Such a knowledge base would
likely include knowledge of current as well as classic titles of
books for children.

KNOWLEDGE OF PHONOLOGY

The second aspect of content knowledge targeted in the present
study is structural knowledge of English phonology. Although
such linguistic knowledge is far less likely to appear in teacher
certification requirements (Nolen et al., 1990), such knowledge is
reflected in many professional standards (IRA, 1978; NRP 2000).
Particularly in the area of word identification, children’s early
reading growth is related to their insight into individual sounds
within words, an insight that has come to be known as phonologi-
cal awareness (Adams, 1990; Burns et al., 1999; NRP, 2000; Share &
Stanovich, 1995). The causal relationship between phonological
awareness and learning to read has been demonstrated in stud-
ies showing that phonological awareness instruction can im-
prove students’ spelling and reading achievement (Ball &
Blachman, 1991; Cunningham, 1990; Lundberg, Frost, & Peter-
sen, 1988; McCutchen et al., 2002; NRP 2000), even in combina-
tion with extensive text-reading experiences (Iversen & Tunmer,
1993).

As readers themselves, all teachers undoubtedly possess
knowledge of sounds within words. However, being a skilled
reader does not guarantee that a teacher has the depth of explicit
knowledge necessary to navigate students through the complex-
ities of English orthography and phonology (see Venezky, 1970,
for a thorough discussion of these complexities). For most liter-
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ate adults, knowledge of word sounds and knowledge of
spelling patterns are so intertwined that they are difficult to sep-
arate, and adult confusions between sounds and spellings can
result in needless student confusion during instruction.

Consider, for example, an actual lesson in which a teacher
was teaching the long vowel sound associated with the letter u.
Children were asked to identify the words in which the letter u
“says its name” from among hunt, shush, crush, prune, stump,
abuse, slump, cute, stuck, tube, truck, and crunch. This is a typical
lesson that has no doubt been replicated in thousands of class-
rooms. However, the lesson glosses over the fact that the name
of u contains two separate phonemes, /j/ (the symbol from the
International Phonetic Alphabet representing the sound that be-
gins the word young; see Fromkin & Rodman, 1993) and /u/,
the final sound in the word too. These two sounds are indeed
heard in the “long u” words abuse and cute from the teacher’s
list. However, prune and tube (at least in most American di-
alects) contain only /u/, not /ju/. Thus, in prune and tube, u
does not actually “say its name,” but children were nonetheless
directed to categorize these words as containing “long u.” As
another example of this difference, compare the initial sounds
within the words use and ooze. Admittedly, the internal sounds
in cute and prune are close; only the presence of the prevocalic
/j/ distinguishes them. However, if we expect students to at-
tend to the same prevocalic /j/ when comparing words such as
yam and am, then we should not gloss over the differences be-
tween the vowel sounds in cute and prune. Such infelicities may
not be problematic for most students, but for those who strug-
gle to learn the connections between letters and sounds, such
misinformation may lead to unnecessary confusion.

If knowledge of phonology and experience with literature are
important for children to acquire on the path to literacy, knowl-
edge of phonology and literature also must be important for the
teachers who guide them on that path. We were particularly in-
terested in the content knowledge of teachers of beginning read-
ing, so we focused the present study on kindergarten, first-, and
second-grade teachers, as well as the primary special education
teachers with whom they collaborate. Even though teachers in all
of these settings work with emergent readers, such teachers fre-
quently differ in terms of the age and abilities of their students,
the nature of their curricula, and the character of their profes-
sional training. We asked three primary questions:

1.  What is the depth of teachers’ content knowledge in the

areas of literature and phonology, and how fine-tuned
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212 THEORY-BASED PRACTICE

is their knowledge, in terms of the grade level (K, 1, 2)
or classroom placement (regular versus special educa-
tion) of their students?

2. What are the relationships among content knowledge,
philosophical orientation, and classroom practice?

3. What are the relationships between teacher knowledge
and student learning?

METHOD

PARTICIPANTS

Teachers were recruited by letters of invitation. Participants
comprised 59 volunteer teachers! from a large metropolitan
area: 24 taught kindergarten; 27 taught first grade, second
grade, or a combination; and eight taught in special education
settings. The size of the special education group was not com-
parable to the other two groups because we recruited regular
education teachers and their special education colleagues; thus,
the distribution in our groups reflects typical distributions
within schools. Fifty-three participants were female and six
were male. Fifty-five were Caucasian, three were African
American, and one was Asian American. They had taught for a
mean of 13 years with a range from 1 to 40 years.

MEASURES AND PROCEDURES

Although much of the research on teacher knowledge has relied
on structured interviews and specially tailored performance as-
sessments with small numbers of participants (e.g., D. Ball,
1991; Grossman, 1991; Wineburg & Wilson, 1991), other studies
have involved survey instruments and larger samples (DeFord,
1985; Nathan & Koedinger, 2000; Sacks & Mergendoller, 1997).
Our choice of measures was guided by two goals:
1. To link our study of teacher knowledge methodologi-
cally to prior studies of student reading-related knowl-
edge.

1A subset of these teachers participated in a related, multiyear study
(McCutchen et al., 2002), the purpose of which was to assess the effectiveness
of an intervention designed to deepen teachers’ phonological knowledge and,
most important, to measure any effect on the learning of their students. The
assessments described here were administered prior to any intervention.
Thus, the primary focus of the study presented here is the typical knowledge
and beliefs that teachers bring to their literacy instruction, whereas the pri-
mary focus of the study described by McCutchen et al. (2002) was the inter-
vention and resultant student learning.
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READING TEACHERS' KNOWLEDGE 213

2. To involve enough participants to afford some degree of
generalizability.

Recognizing that our assessment instruments provide data less
rich than contextualized interviews, we sought to buttress the
assessments with observations of teachers’ classroom practice.

KNOWLEDGE OF LITERATURE

In order to investigate whether teachers” knowledge of chil-
dren’s literature was fine-tuned to the level of their students, we
administered a series of three title recognition tests shown by
Cunningham and Stanovich (1991) to correlate with children’s
literacy achievement across the elementary years. The title recog-
nition tests were checklists consisting of targets and foils. One
test assessed teachers’ knowledge of titles appropriate for use
with first graders (25 items, with targets including Where the
Wild Things Are and Frog and Toad). Another assessed knowledge
of titles appropriate for use with third graders (66 items, with
targets including A Light in the Attic and The Polar Express), and a
third assessed knowledge of titles appropriate for use with sixth
graders (100 items, with targets including The Boxcar Children
and Julie of the Wolves). The third-grade version of the title recog-
nition test has shown construct validity with children’s daily
reading diaries (Allen, Cipielewski, & Stanovich, 1992).

Clearly, knowledge tapped by such checklists is only a
proxy for the kind of content knowledge required to teach liter-
ature effectively (Grossman, 1991; Pressley, 1998). Familiarity
with a book title does not guarantee that a teacher can engage
children in enjoyable joint reading (Bus et al., 1995; Scarborough
& Dobrich, 1994) or guide children through a meaningful dis-
cussion of literary concepts such as theme, plot, or character
(Tharp & Gallimore, 1989). Still, we considered it unlikely that a
teacher would possess rich knowledge of literary concepts and
lack at least passing knowledge of well-known titles.

KNOWLEDGE OF PHONOLOGY

To assess teachers’ knowledge of the structure of language we
used the Informal Survey of Linguistic Knowledge developed
by Moats (1994), a survey that assesses the ability to identify
sounds within words and other structural aspects of language.
One phonological item, for example, asked teachers to recog-
nize that the word sung consists of three speech sounds, despite
its four letters. The Moats survey also assessed teachers’ knowl-
edge of morphemes, syllable structure, and historical aspects of
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214 THEORY-BASED PRACTICE

English spelling. Attention to these additional levels of lan-
guage is especially important in helping children learn to read,
spell, and understand predictable segments within multisyl-
labic words. For example, teachers were asked to recognize that
the letters er represent a morpheme (i.e., a separate unit of
meaning) in the word teacher but not in finger.

The Moats survey is more comprehensive—and more difficult
—than most phonological assessments used with children (e.g.,
Lewkowicz, 1980; Stanovich, Cunningham, & Cramer, 1984); in-
deed a perfect score on the survey is difficult to achieve without
considerable linguistic training. However, some level of diffi-
culty is necessary to attain an accurate picture of adults’ insight
into word sounds. On many of the phonological assessments
designed for children, literate adults can use their knowledge of
spelling rather than sound to answer correctly. For that reason,
many of the phonological items on the Moats survey intention-
ally pit teachers’ analysis of word sounds against their knowl-
edge of word spellings. If teachers are to help children think
accurately about words and their component sounds, teachers
must be able to disassociate sound patterns from spelling pat-
terns when necessary. Only then can teachers avoid the sort of
misinformation we described previously (i.e., implying that the
letter u corresponds to the identical sound in cute and prune).

GENERAL KNOWLEDGE

The issue of the general academic preparation of teachers has
received considerable attention (ACT, 1997; Bruschi & Coley,
1999; College Board, 1997). In order to put elementary teachers’
content knowledge into a larger context, we also assessed teach-
ers’ general knowledge with the 45-item test developed by
Stanovich and Cunningham (1993). Although the test was not a
precise measure of academic preparation, Stanovich and
Cunningham (1993) found it correlated with other measures of
general knowledge (e.g., Hirsch’s 1987 cultural literacy check-
list) and with academic achievement. The test includes 40 multi-
ple-choice items selected from the science and social science
subsections of Form A of the Cultural Literacy Test (Riverside
Publishing, 1989). Examples include “What political movement
worked for the establishment of the state of Israel as a Jewish home-
land?” and “In what part of the body does the infection called pneu-
monia occur?” The final five questions of the Stanovich and
Cunningham (1993) measure were true-false items from the
Public Opinion Laboratory of Northern Illinois University’s sur-
vey of scientific literacy (Miller, 1989). Examples are “The oxygen
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READING TEACHERS" KNOWLEDGE 215

we breathe comes from plants” and “Lasers work by focusing sound
waves.”

TEACHER BELIEFS

To assess teachers’ theoretical orientation to reading instruction,
we used the DeFord Theoretical Orientation to Reading Profile,
or TORP (DeFord, 1985). Despite questions about the TORP’s
currency and validity (Richardson et al., 1991), versions of the
questionnaire continue to be used (Bos et al., 2001; Mather, et
al., 2001; Purcell-Gates, McIntyre, & Freppon, 1995; Sacks &
Mergendoller, 1997). Items on the TORP represent three theoret-
ical orientations to reading instruction: phonics, skills, and
whole language. An example from the phonics subtest is
“Controlling text through consistent spelling patterns (The fat cat ran
back. The fat cat sat on a hat) is a means by which children can best
learn to read.” An example from the ten items representing the
skills orientation is “Being able to label words according to gram-
matical function (nouns, etc.) is useful in proficient reading.” An ex-
ample from the whole-language subtest is “Materials for early
reading should be written in natural language without concern for
short, simple words and sentences.” We derived three scores based
on teachers’ responses to items reflecting each orientation, re-
sulting in a phonics score, a skills score, and a whole language
score for each teacher.

CLASSROOM PRACTICE

To investigate the extent to which teacher knowledge and be-
liefs influence classroom practice, we followed the regular edu-
cation teachers (kindergarten and Grades 1 and 2) back into
their classrooms and observed their reading instruction. Partici-
pating special education teachers worked in contexts that var-
ied too much to make comparisons meaningful, and because of
inclusive practices, many of their students were assessed in the
classrooms of their regular education colleagues. In addition,
data were not included from one teacher who worked in an al-
ternative elementary school with a class of only five students.

Members of the research team were routine visitors to the
classrooms and became familiar to both teachers and students.
Observational data were gathered for each teacher from three or
four observations distributed across October through June.
Observers took extensive field notes during the first 15 minutes
of reading instruction and then coded the field notes using a
coding scheme we developed, adding and refining categories as
necessary.
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We sought to develop a coding scheme that was sensitive to
the conceptual content and structural features of the teachers’
lessons. The coding scheme included four broad categories that
identified (1) the knowledge afforded by the instructional activ-
ity (e.g., letter-sound knowledge, listening comprehension), (2)
the literacy activity in which the class was engaged (e.g.,
teacher reading, choral reading, journal writing), (3) the textual
context (e.g., whole text, isolated words), and (4) the group con-
text (e.g., whole group, small group, individual children). Each
minute during an observation received a code within each of
the four categories (knowledge focus, literacy activity, textual
context, and group context), and times for each code were tal-
lied for each 15-minute observation (complete coding guide-
lines are available in McCutchen et al., 2002).

Two observers visited 10% of the classrooms and double-
coded the same 15 minutes of reading instruction. Reliability of
the observational coding scheme was assessed by correlating
the number of minutes coded in each category across the two
observers. Some instructional activities did not occur during the
double-coded sessions. However, for typical classroom activi-
ties that occur with moderate frequency, reliability correlations
(Pearson’s r) were reasonably high. For example, for letter-
sound activities, correlations were .83 or higher; for story com-
prehension, .72; and for choral reading, .99.

STUDENT LEARNING

For each teacher, we derived a classroom-level measure of stu-
dent learning based on the average end-of-year (May) reading per-
formance of all students in the classroom. We assessed
kindergarten students’ reading with the 20 word-reading items
from the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Tests, Level R, Form K
(MacGinitie & MacGinitie, 1989). First- and second-grade students’
reading achievement was assessed by their performance on the
vocabulary and comprehension subtests of grade-appropriate
Gates-MacGinitie Reading Tests. According to the test manual
(MacGinitie & MacGinitie, 1989), the vocabulary subtests at
Grades 1 and 2 include such common words that they are as
much a measure of word reading as vocabulary. In addition, we
measured first and second grade students’ spelling with a
group-administered adaptation of the Wechsler Individual
Achievement Test (WIAT, Wechsler, 1991), which included the first
25 items. Finally, as a measure of first and second-grade stu-
dents’ writing fluency, we collected children’s narratives written
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in May and scored them for length. Correct spelling was not
considered in the narrative assessment.

RESULTS

TEACHER KNOWLEDGE

Table I provides means, standard deviations, and reliability esti-
mates for the measures of teacher knowledge, as well as for years
teaching (because years teaching might provide a measure sensi-
tive to possible differences in teacher education practices.) Anal-
yses (ANOVAs) revealed no significant differences across the
groups on phonological knowledge, general knowledge, literature
knowledge,? or years teaching. However, the contrast between
teachers” scores on the general knowledge test and the linguistic
knowledge test (both reported as percent correct) is striking.

TABLEI. Means, Standard Deviations (SD), and Internal Consistency
Reliabilities for Teacher Knowledge Measures.

Special
Kindergarten Grades 1 and 2 Education
(n =24) (n =27) (n=28)
M SD alpha M SD alpha M SD
Years Teaching 8.7 -85 1207575 1857 123
General
Knowledge? 73.9 1 15:8. 1§88 739 8.5 61 824 9.6
Linguistic
Knowledge® 807 | 7.3 11584 350701 7:6. L1170 358 103
Title Knowledge
First Grade® 838 19:6/4°F .60) 83.6 7.6 1 .36 835 199
Third Graded 7 - 181 70 816, 75 11 +50 826 74
Sixth Grade® 574 49 74 60.1 45 .66 63.11.1 56

apercent correct out of 45 items
Ppercent correct out of 69
Cpercent correct out of 25
dpercent correct out of 36
¢percent correct out of 100

ZBecause our other measures of teacher knowledge are reported as percent cor-
rect, we used a comparable metric in reporting results of the title recognition
tests. Prior studies (e.g., Stanovich & Cunningham, 1992, 1993) reported de-
rived scores that take into account corrections for guessing. We chose percent
correct to facilitate comparisons across the assessments of teacher knowledge.
We did, however, analyze false alarm rates for the title recognition tests. For all
measures, the modal false alarm rate was 0; means ranged from .4% to 2.9%.
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Despite their high level of general knowledge, these teach-
ers were considerably less knowledgeable about English
phonology and orthography, at least as measured by the Moats
survey (see also Cunningham et al., 2001). This is not to suggest
that these teachers lacked reading and spelling skills them-
selves, or that they lacked basic phonological awareness as typi-
cally measured in tasks used with young children. However,
teachers’ own literacy did not guarantee them detailed insights
into structural aspects of language. Despite the difficulty of the
Moats survey, accuracy in the range of 30 to 35% raises concern
about whether many of these teachers had the phonological
knowledge necessary to assist struggling beginning readers.

Table I also provides means, standard deviations, and relia-
bility estimates for the literature measures. A repeated measures
ANOVA (with multivariate solution) revealed no significant
differences across the three teacher groups; however, overall,
teachers scored higher on titles geared toward first and third
grade children (mean percent correct of 83.7 and 80.1, respec-
tively) than on titles geared toward sixth grade children (59.4%
correct) (F(2,108)=224.81, MSE=31.40, p<.001). Thus, these
teachers of young children held knowledge of children’s litera-
ture geared especially for younger age groups.

TEACHER BELIEFS

Table II provides means, standard deviations, and reliability es-
timates® for the measures of teacher beliefs derived from the

TABLE II. Means, Standard Deviations (SD), and
Internal Consistency Reliabilities forTeacher Belief Measures.

Special

Kindergarten Grades 1 and 2 Education

(n=24) (n=27) (n=8)

TORPSubtest  » sp aipha M SD alpha M SD

Phonics 30.7 .58 .78 31:5 - 40 55 34.3 4
(range 10-50)

Skills 319 4.1 .70 328 4.1 .50 B5(051L6:8
(range 10-50)

Whole language 257 44 .64 242 47 .66 253 6.7
(range 8-40)

3Due to possible mean differences between the groups in some of the mea-
sures, reliability estimates were calculated separately for the kindergarten and
first- and second-grade samples. In the reliability analyses, the special educa-
tion teachers’ data (because of the small ) are combined with those of the
kindergarten or Grade 1 and 2 teachers with whom they worked.
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TORP. Descriptive statistics are reported separately for kinder-
garten, first- and second-grade, and special education teachers.

ANOVAs revealed no significant differences in theoretical
orientation across the three groups of teachers. Despite possible
differences in their training and the range of abilities among
children they teach, special education and regular education
teachers were similar in their theoretical orientations toward
reading instruction. Across all three groups, teachers’ scores
were rather moderate on the TORP scales, indicating that these
teachers were not strongly advocating one theoretical orienta-
tion over another.

Table III presents the zero order correlations between scores
on the knowledge and belief measures for all teachers. There
were no significant relationships between teachers’ scores on
the TORP and the Informal Survey of Linguistic Knowledge, or
between the TORP and the title measures. Thus, theoretical ori-
entation does not seem to be related to content knowledge.
General knowledge was positively correlated with knowledge
of third and sixth grade titles; and the three title measures were

TABLE III. Correlations among Teacher Knowledge and Beliefs.
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Background

1. General Knowledge

2. Years Teaching 28
Theoretical Perspective

3. TORP - Phonics subtest -.16 -.10

4. TORP - Skills subtest 20 7 58
5. TORP -
Whole language subtest .20 -.08 -25 -.09
Knowledge of Phonology

6. Survey of Linguistic
Knowledge 2003 0105 0L 204

Knowledge of Literature
7. Title Recognition Test -

First Grade 21 =00 =02 01 0.2% . L7
8. Title Recognition Test -
Third Grade S BNE06 15 05 4
9. Title Recognition Test -
Sixth Grade 3738 =10 111 1121/ .08 .37 :..56;

p <.05; "p <.001
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220 THEORY-BASED PRACTICE

correlated with one another. Furthermore, years teaching was
negatively correlated with knowledge of sixth grade titles.

CLASSROOM PRACTICE

Additional correlational analyses were performed to examine
possible links between teachers” knowledge and beliefs, and
their classroom practice. Because we observed only the regular
education classrooms, these analyses excluded data from the
special education teachers and the teacher in the alternative
school (class size: five students). No significant correlations
emerged among the belief measures and the practice measures.
Among content measures, we found (surprisingly) that teach-
ers’ knowledge of literature was not significantly correlated
with their use of comprehension activities (listening or reading),
or with writing activities. Teachers’ knowledge of Grade 1 titles
(but no other literature measure) correlated with their use of ex-
plicit letter-sound activities (r = .33, p < .05). We also found a
significant correlation (r = .30, p < .05) between teachers’ phono-
logical knowledge at the beginning of the school year and their
use of explicit phonological activities across the year.

STUDENT LEARNING

Finally, we correlated teacher knowledge and teacher practice
with student learning. Because teacher practice and student
learning differ considerably between kindergarten and first
grade, we examined kindergarten classrooms separately. For
kindergarten teachers, both their phonological knowledge and
their explicit phonological instruction correlated significantly
with their students” end-of-year word reading (r = .49 and 47,
respectively, p<.05), as measured by 20 word-reading items
from the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Tests, Level R, Form K
(MacGinitie & MacGinitie, 1989).

Many of our classrooms combined first- and second-grade
students, so data from Grades 1 and 2 were combined in the
analysis of student learning. Measures of reading included end-
of-year scores on the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests
of grade-appropriate Gates-MacGinitie Reading Tests (with the
vocabulary subtest considered a measure of word reading). In
the first- and second-grade data, none of the knowledge or
classroom practice variables correlated significantly with stu-
dent word reading, comprehension, or spelling. We observed a
marginal correlation between teachers’ phonological knowledge
and students’ writing (r = .38, p<.07), as measured by length of
story. Because we also had access to written stories from the be-
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ginning of the school year, we were able to examine whether the
marginal correlation we observed at the end of the year was an
artifact of the teacher-student combinations. The correlation be-
tween teachers’ phonological knowledge and the length of sto-
ries written by their students in the fall was .03, suggesting that
the relationship observed in the spring was not present in the
fall and, therefore, may have resulted from student learning.
Few kindergarten students were reading at the beginning of the
year, so a comparable fall-spring analysis was not possible with
the kindergarten data.

DISCUSSION

Whereas previous research has emphasized relationships be-
tween teachers’ theoretical beliefs and their classroom practice
(Beach, 1994; DeFord, 1985; Sacks & Mergendoller, 1997), we en-
larged the present study to include measures of teachers’ read-
ing-related content knowledge and student learning. Clearly,
the topic warrants additional work, preferably with more fine-
grained measures of teacher knowledge and practice. The pre-
sent study offers a preliminary look at relationships between
knowledge and practice in reading instruction.

Our snapshot of teachers revealed that they possessed solid
overall academic backgrounds, based on the results of the gen-
eral knowledge survey. Our assessment of their instructional be-
liefs provided a portrait of teachers far less polarized between
whole language and phonics orientations than suggested by the
rhetoric in many popular debates (Houtz & Searcey, 1998;
Teichroeb, 1998). We observed little relationship between theoret-
ical orientation to reading and content knowledge, at least as we
defined and measured these constructs. Teachers did not advo-
cate strongly one philosophical orientation or the other, nor were
their theoretical orientations linked to their content knowledge.

The restricted range in teachers’ TORP scores may have con-
tributed in part to the observed lack of correlation between the-
oretical orientation toward reading and content knowledge.
However, previous studies offered data supporting the validity
of the TORP (DeFord, 1985; Sacks & Mergendoller, 1997), and in
the present study, TORP scores showed sufficient variability to
provide predictable correlations among the subtests. That is,
teachers’ scores on the phonics subtest showed a positive corre-
lation with scores on the skills subtest and a negative (although
not significant) correlation with scores on the whole-language

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




222 THEORY-BASED PRACTICE

subtest (see Table III). Thus, the TORP may have validity prob-
lems, due perhaps to changes in teachers’ beliefs over the nearly
20 years since its development, but a possibility remains that
the TORP accurately reflects the eclecticism of many current
teachers. When summarizing their teaching styles, many teach-
ers in the present study characterized their approach as bal-
anced, and their scores on the TORP largely confirmed their
self-reports. As a group, teachers seemed less embroiled in the
theoretical debate between whole language and phonics, and
more enmeshed in the struggle to teach their students effec-
tively (see also Pressley et al., 1997). A similar picture of teach-
ers’ perceptions of reading instruction emerged in studies by
Mather and colleagues (Bos et al., 2001; Mather et al., 2001), em-
ploying an instrument derived from the TORP.

Our assessment of content knowledge revealed that teach-
ers’ knowledge of children’s literature looked markedly differ-
ent from their knowledge of phonology. Teachers’ familiarity
with titles of children’s books was considerable and fine-tuned.
For teachers of early elementary children, expertise was greatest
at the lower grade levels, matching the ages of their typical stu-
dents. This is heartening news, especially in light of evidence
indicating that joint book-reading experiences are most power-
ful for younger children before they develop the skills to read
on their own (Bus et al., 1995).

In contrast, teachers’ knowledge of language structure and
phonology was lower than we might hope, given the evidence
supporting the importance of children’s phonological aware-
ness in the acquisition of reading skill (Adams, 1990; NRP,
2000). Although phonological awareness is much discussed in
reading research, the details of English phonology may not yet
be widely understood by teachers. In a published survey
(Troyer & Yopp, 1990), only about one third of the 163 respond-
ing kindergarten teachers reported that they were familiar with
the concept of phonological awareness. In the intervening
decade, teachers may have become more familiar with the term
phonological awareness; however, our data add to an emerging
recognition that teachers are still not provided with an exten-
sive, explicit knowledge of English phonology (Bos et al., 2001;
Cunningham et al., 2001; Mather et al., 2001; Moats, 1994).

We should, however, acknowledge the limitations of our
measures and consider the knowledge data (both of literature
and phonology) with some caution. Despite the relatively high
levels of reliability (.72—-.81) shown by the title measures in stud-
ies with children (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1991), the test of
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first-grade titles showed a low internal reliability estimate for
our sample of first- and second-grade teachers, and the reliabil-
ity of the test of third-grade titles was only somewhat higher for
that group. These were relatively short tests (25 and 36 items,
respectively), designed for children, and a number of the items
were correctly identified by all the teachers (e.g., Where the Wild
Things Are), further limiting the number of items contributing to
the reliability estimates. Thus, the low reliability estimates may
be due, in large part, to the number of items on which the teach-
ers’ scores varied. It is also worth noting that reliabilities were
acceptable for the sample of kindergarten teachers.

Although data derived from these measures should not be
overinterpreted, the data do suggest an alternative way to think
about the professional knowledge base of teachers of beginning
reading. Our results indicate that teachers’ beliefs were not
strongly predictive of their practice. However, across all three
grades, teachers’ reading-related content knowledge was re-
lated to the instructional practices they used to focus children’s
attention on sounds and letter-sound relationships. Moreover,
kindergarten teachers’ phonological knowledge and explicit in-
struction in the alphabetic principle were related to their stu-
dents’ end-of-year word reading. The correlation between
teacher knowledge and student literacy did not hold in the first-
and second-grade sample. Perhaps we should not be surprised
that as literacy practices become more complex, isolated aspects
of teacher content knowledge and brief observations of class-
room practice become less able to account for student outcomes.
More detailed analyses of classroom interaction, possibly in-
cluding video data, may illuminate such links.

In light of the positive correlation between kindergarten
teachers’ phonological knowledge and their students’ reading,
the overall low scores of the teachers on the phonological survey
are noteworthy, and troublesome. Considerable research indi-
cates that children need to develop phonological awareness to
begin to read and that many children need instruction to attend
appropriately to sounds within words (see Adams, 1990; Share
& Stanovich, 1995, for reviews). Our data reinforce other recent
findings that teachers also may need instruction to develop the
phonological skills adequate to help struggling students (Bos et
al.,, 2001; Cunningham et al., 2001; Mather et al., 2001; Moats, 1994).

We are not advocating that teachers simply enroll in ad-
vanced courses in phonology, morphology, and historical lin-
guistics to deepen their linguistic knowledge. To use such
knowledge productively in their classrooms, teachers need the
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pedagogical content knowledge that results from careful analy-
sis of children’s literate work (e.g., their spelling and decoding
attempts) within the context of children’s linguistic develop-
ment. For example, the savvy teacher would recognize that train
spelled as chran, or dragon as jragin, represents sophisticated
phonological analysis on the child’s part, not bizarre behavior
or indifference to spelling-sound correspondence,* and such in-
sight would change the teacher’s instructional response dra-
matically. A focus on student work has proven effective in
helping elementary teachers develop both content and peda-
gogical content knowledge to support their mathematics in-
struction (Carpenter, Fennema & Franke, 1996). A similar
approach based on students” literate work, and the linguistic
knowledge necessary to make sense of it, could prove equally
effective in helping elementary teachers develop the phonologi-
cal knowledge that many currently lack (McCutchen et al., 2002;
McCutchen & Berninger, 1999).

CONCLUSIONS

The present study was not intended to revive the Great Debate
(Chall, 1967, 1989) or more recent controversies in reading in-
struction. Rather, the goal was to begin to disentangle discussions
of teacher content knowledge from discussions of instructional
philosophies. Skilled teachers currently advocate a balanced ap-
proach to instruction (see Pressley, 1998; Pressley et al., 1997).
Like many of their colleagues, the teachers participating in this
study demonstrated that they were not dogmatic in either their
philosophical beliefs about reading or their instructional prac-
tices. It was teachers’ content knowledge, not their philosophical
beliefs, that predicted their classroom practice. Such a finding il-
lustrates the importance of the call from the National Reading
Panel (2000) for more research on the knowledge base needed to
teach reading effectively, especially knowledge of phonology. The
inclusion of teacher content knowledge in our discussions of
reading instruction may help us reposition such discussions,
moving them from the realm of strident political debate into the
more reasoned context of disciplinary knowledge.

4The alveolar stop consonants typically represented in English by t and d are
similar in articulatory features to the alveolar affricates represented in English
by ch and j. The articulatory, and hence phonological, similarities are exagger-
ated in the coarticulation effects that result when alveolar stops are followed
by the sound represented by prevocalic r.
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