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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

WHEN SOME CHILDREN ARE LEARNING TO READ, THEY CATCH ON SO QUICKLY THAT IT APPEARS EFFORTLESS. 

IT DOES NOT SEEM TO MATTER WHAT READING CURRICULUM OR TEACHERS THEY ENCOUNTER, FOR THEY 

ARRIVE AT SCHOOL ALREADY POSSESSING THE IMPORTANT FOUNDATIONAL SKILLS. FOR OTHER CHILDREN, 

THOUGH, THE PATH TO LITERACY IS FAR MORE DIFFICULT AND BY NO MEANS ASSURED. IT MATTERS VERY 

MUCH WHAT CURRICULUM THEIR SCHOOLS USE AND WHO THEIR FIRST TEACHERS ARE. 

Over the last 60 years, scientists from many fields including psychology, linguistics, pediatrics, 
education, neurobiology, and even engineering have been studying the reading process. This sci-
ence of reading has led to a number of breakthroughs that can dramatically reduce the number of 
children destined to become functionally illiterate or barely literate adults. By routinely applying 
the lessons learned from the scientific findings to the classroom, most reading failure could be 
avoided. It is estimated that the current failure rate of 20 to 30 percent could be reduced to the 
range of 2 to 10 percent. 

To do so, elementary classrooms must incorporate certain research-based practices, including: 

■ Early identification of children at risk of reading failure.

■ Daily training in linguistic and oral skills to build awareness of speech sounds,  
or phonemes. 

■ Explicit instruction in letter sounds, syllables, and words accompanied by explicit instruction 
in spelling.

■ Teaching phonics in the sequence that research has found leads to the least amount of 
confusion, rather than teaching it in a scattered fashion and only when children encounter 
difficulty. 

■ Practicing skills to the point of “automaticity” so that children do not have to think about 
sounding out a word when they need to focus on meaning. 
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■ Concurrently with all of the above, building comprehension skills and vocabulary knowledge 
through reading aloud, discussing, and writing about quality children’s literature and 
nonfiction topics.

■ Frequent assessment and instructional adjustments to make sure children are  
making progress. 

Regardless of social class, race, or income, roughly a third of all kindergartners require this 
explicit, systematic approach to learn how to read.

Over the last few decades, scientists have set out to persuade educators and policymakers of the 
significance of these findings, urging them to put aside whatever notion they had of how reading 
should be taught to adopt these practices. Still, the resistance from many educators to change has 
been palpable.

Given this observed but not well documented resistance, the National Council on Teacher Quality 
(NCTQ) decided to examine what aspiring elementary teachers are learning about reading in-
struction during their formal undergraduate training. Accordingly, we undertook a unique effort 
to evaluate what education schools teach elementary teacher candidates about reading instruction 
by examining course syllabi and the texts that must be read for these courses. 

Our analysis provides a reasonable assessment and the most comprehensive picture to date of 
what elementary teacher candidates are learning—or failing to learn—about the teaching of 
reading. In reaching our conclusions, we understand that a course’s intended goals and topics as 
reflected by syllabi and texts may differ from what actually happens in the classroom. However, 
it is reasonable to assume that college professors give thought and consideration to their syllabi 
and course readings, which represent the intended structure of their courses and emphasize what 
they view as essential knowledge. Typically, the texts they assign capture the universe of knowl-
edge that the professor thinks is important. Less is apt to be covered in class than what the texts 
contain, not more. Also, a syllabus is more like a restaurant menu: It doesn’t tell diners whether 
the food or service is any good, but at least they’ll know what’s cooking in the back and whether 
to prepare their taste buds for a curry or fried chicken. 

We randomly selected a sample of 72 elementary education programs that mirror the admissions 
selectivity of the nation’s 1,271 higher education institutions that house elementary education 
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LOCATION OF EDUCATION SCHOOLS IN THE STUDY SAMPLE
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programs. Our sample, all randomly selected and representing schools of all types, constitutes 5.6 
percent of the institutions that offer elementary teacher certification. We restricted our analysis to:

1. Any reading course required of students who aspire to teach kindergarten through fifth grade. 
Depending on the institution or state, this parameter involved courses leading either to early 
childhood or elementary certification.

2. Required reading courses. We did not analyze elective coursework, as our purpose was to 
determine the reading instruction that institutions consider essential for aspiring teachers.

Our final sample included 223 required courses. We analyzed each of these courses to assess the 
degree to which the five components of effective reading instruction are taught: phonemic aware-
ness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. These are the five necessary components 
of good reading instruction identified in the review of research by the National Reading Panel report 
released in 2000. Here are our findings:

FINDING No. 1:
MOST EDUCATION SCHOOLS ARE NOT TEACHING THE SCIENCE OF READING. 

Almost all of the 72 institutions in our sample earned a “failing” grade, even though a passing 
grade was possible if a professor devoted less than 20 percent of the lectures to the science of 
reading. Institutions could receive a passing score if course materials merely referenced each of the 
five components of good reading instruction—without our knowing for certain if the science was 
taught correctly or adequately.

Education schools that provided exposure to all five components received a score of 100 per-
cent, while schools that taught only one out five components received a score of 20 percent. 
Schools that taught none of the five components received a zero. Some schools failed but their 
total score could not be computed because of missing or unavailable data. 

Even after we set the bar for passing so low, only 11 out of 72 institutions (15 percent) were 
found to actually teach all the components of the science of reading. 

Nearly a third of the institutions make no reference to reading science in any of their reading 
courses, even though many of these institutions require up to four reading courses.  

The table on page 6 lists the institutions, in alphabetical order within their group ranking.
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*These schools failed but a total score could not be computed.

HOW MUCH OF THE READING SCIENCE ARE  
EDUCATION SCHOOLS TEACHING?
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100%
Passed, adequately treated all  

five of the components 

Bethune Cookman College 13
Clarion University of Pennsylvania 59

Culver Stockton University 48
Emporia State University 30
Florida State University 11

Loyola University of Chicago 18
Rhode Island College* 62
Texas A&M University 66
University of Kentucky 34

University of North Carolina,  
Greensboro 54

University of Oklahoma 58

80%
Failed to treat adequately 1 of the 5 components 

Buena Vista University 27
College of Charleston 64

Northern Illinois University 19
Peru State College 49

Southern Utah University 67
University of Alabama 1
University of Miami 8

University of Wyoming 71

60%
Failed to treat adequately 2 of the 5 components

Bowie State University 39
Kennesaw State University 15
Mississippi State University 46

Northern Michigan University 41
Temple University 60

40%
Failed to treat adequately 3 of the 5 components 

Ball State University 23
Nyack College 53

Oakland University 44
Piedmont College 16
Rochester College 40
University of Florida 9

University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee 70
Washington State University 69

20%
Failed to treat adequately 4 of the 5 components

Eastern Kentucky University 35
Indiana State University 24

Morehead State University 37
Northern Kentucky University 33

Purdue University 26
University of Central Florida 12

University of Connecticut 7
University of Kansas 32

University of Northern Iowa 29

0%
Failed to treat adequately any of the 5 components 

Adams State College 5
Arkansas Tech University 3
Bellarmine University 36

Connecticut College 6
Cornerstone University 43

Drury University 47
Eastern Illinois University 21

Elizabeth City State University 57
Fayetteville State University 55

Ferris State University 42
Illinois State University 22

Lander University 63
Middlebury College 68
Samford University 2

San Diego State University 4
Seton Hall University 51

Shippensburg University 61
Southern Illinois University,  

Carbondale 20
University of Iowa 28

University of Maine, Presque Isle 38
University of Minnesota, Twin Cities 45

University of Southern Indiana 25
Valdosta State University 14

Also failed
The following schools failed but there were  
missing data in some components so that  

a point total could not be computed

East Tennessee State University 65
Ft. Hays State University 31

Northern Arizona University 72
Nova Southeastern University 10

University of Nevada, Las Vegas 50
University of North Carolina 56
University of West Georgia 17

Western New Mexico University 52

Unclear
Samford University 2

*At Rhode Island College, only early childhood 
teachers must take a course in the science of read-
ing. None of the required coursework for elementary  

teacher certification (grades 1-5) teaches the 
science of reading. 

EVIDENCE OF READING SCIENCE IN EDUCATION SCHOOLS?
THE NUMBERS LOCATED AFTER THE INSTITUTIONS INDICATE THEIR LOCATION ON THE MAP FOUND ON PAGE THREE. 
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FINDING No. 2:
EVEN COURSES CLAIMING TO PROVIDE A “BALANCED” APPROACH IGNORE THE SCIENCE OF READING. 

The notion of “balanced literacy,” which many institutions claim to promote, was developed in the 
1990s. This approach was an effort to retain the best practices of the whole language method 
(presumably preserving the important role of good literature) while injecting greater emphasis on 
decoding (phonemic awareness, phonics, and fluency). 

However, our analysis of courses revealed that this balance is rarely achieved. We searched our 
sample of 223 courses for courses that might be described as teaching balanced literacy, identifying 
93 that met our criteria. Only 9 percent of this subset devoted lecture time to teaching the science of 
reading as even one of several approaches that teachers might need to know.

These findings paint a discouraging picture. Almost all of the professors who say their intention is 
to provide a “balanced” approach never acknowledge that there is a science of reading. 

FINDING No. 3: 
CHARACTERISTICS SUCH AS NATIONAL ACCREDITATION DO NOT INCREASE THE LIKELIHOOD THAT AN 
EDUCATION SCHOOL IS MORE LIKELY THAN OTHERS TO TEACH THE SCIENCE OF READING. 

We paired the 13 schools in the sample that are not accredited by the National Council for the 
Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) with 13 other schools in our sample. These 13 pairs 
are each similar in the number of teachers they produce, the selectivity of the institution, and the 
reading standards in their states. The NCATE schools do no better than the non-NCATE schools. 

We examined the schools for correlation on other measures: the number of teachers an institution 
produces each year, the level of its selectivity, its status as either public or private, and its level of 
minority enrollment. None of our tests yielded any significant correlations, suggesting that none of 
these variables make it either more or less likely that an institution will teach the science of reading. 

FINDING No. 4: 
PHONICS IS TAUGHT MORE FREQUENTLY THAN ANY OTHER COMPONENT OF READING INSTRUCTION, 
SUGGESTING THAT IDEOLOGICAL RESISTANCE TO THE “PHONICS CAMP” DOES NOT FULLY EXPLAIN WHY 
THE SCIENCE IS BEING IGNORED. 
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We also analyzed courses to determine which individual components of good reading instruction 
(phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension) were taught with the most 
regularity. Our findings suggest that some college professors may not be teaching the science of 
reading, not just because they are ideologically opposed to the science, but because they may be  
reluctant to teach what they themselves do not know. 

As evidence of that possibility, NCTQ discovered that the two “newest” components of good 
reading instruction—phonemic awareness and fluency—were broached in the fewest classes, 
just one in 20. In contrast, phonics, long the linchpin of reading, was taught in one out of seven 
classes, with slightly more frequency than comprehension, arguably the hallmark component for 
the whole language approach. See chart on page nine.

That being said, ideological opposition to the science is by far the most likely reason for its neglect. 
Six out of seven courses do not even broach phonics, despite its long history as a critical component 
of reading instruction.

FINDING No. 5: 
MUCH OF CURRENT READING INSTRUCTION IS INCOMPATIBLE WITH THE SCIENCE. 

Many reading teachers and textbooks describe the process of becoming a reader as a natural, 
organic process, though there is no scientific basis supporting such a view for any child, even for 
children who seem to find it easy to learn how to read. Many courses indicate that exposing 
children to literature that speaks to their own experience will spark a natural development of 
reading skill; the right motivation is sufficient to build skill. However, these assertions are also 
unsupported by scientific evidence.

FINDING No. 6: 
TEACHER EDUCATORS PORTRAY THE SCIENCE OF READING INSTRUCTION AS ONE APPROACH THAT IS NO 
MORE VALID THAN OTHERS. 

The decision about how best to teach reading is repeatedly cast as a personal one, to be decided 
by the aspiring teacher. All methods are presented as being equally valid, and how one teaches 
reading is merely a decision about what works best for the individual teacher. An illustrative 
example makes the point. The course syllabus at a large western state university states: “While all 
teachers operate under various constraints, you will ultimately develop your own theories about 
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how best to teach reading and writing.” Assertions like this run contrary to what scientific study 
tells us is best for instruction, but they are not unusual to find in the course syllabi.

FINDING No. 7: 
MANY COURSES REFLECT LOW EXPECTATIONS, WITH LITTLE EVIDENCE OF COLLEGE-LEVEL WORK. 

Teacher educators make too few demands on their students. Research papers that encourage or 
require aspiring teachers to present anyone’s perspective other than their own are a rarity. In 
a randomly selected subsample of 75 syllabi, only eight (11 percent) courses required any sort 
of research paper. Most writing assignments generally call for the students’ own feelings and 
observations. The most common assignment is a “literacy memoir,” which asks students to reflect 
on how they themselves learned to read as young children.

Further, no effort to develop practical application of knowledge is evident. Students rarely have to 
demonstrate their knowledge by writing and delivering lesson plans that apply the tools of reading 
instruction in a classroom setting. 

Many professors place more emphasis on keeping their courses fun than on learning. This approach 
results in activities in which students rely on their own devices to teach literacy rather than on 
learning how to use well-tested, scientifically sound approaches. We found a typical example of 
this entertainment approach at a mid-Atlantic public university: “After reading the book, design 
an original cover for it. Construct reading comprehension questions. Make a commercial that 
convinces others to buy and read the book. Make a diorama of the book.” Too many young teachers 
are entering the field of teaching having been required to do nothing more sophisticated than the 
same arts and crafts projects they did as young children. 

FINDING No. 8: 
THE QUALITY OF ALMOST ALL READING TEXTBOOKS IS POOR. THEIR CONTENT INCLUDES LITTLE TO NO HARD 
SCIENCE, AND IN FAR TOO MANY CASES THEY ARE INACCURATE AND MISLEADING. 

Of the 227 texts that were required reading, literacy experts were able to identify only four that 
would be acceptable as general textbooks for a reading course because they incorporated the science 
of reading. These four acceptable texts were used in only eleven of 223 courses. 
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THE RATINGS FOR TEXTS
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FINDING No. 9: 
THERE IS NO AGREEMENT IN THE FIELD ABOUT WHAT CONSTITUTES “SEMINAL” TEXTS.

Another problem is fragmentation in the field of reading instruction. In contrast to most other 
fields, where professionals generally agree on a core of seminal texts, no single reading text, no 
matter what its approach, was assigned in more than a handful of the courses we examined, and 
only a tiny fraction of texts were read in more than a single class. Teacher educators clearly have 
not reached any sort of consensus about a single scholar or text that serves as essential reading in 
the field. In truth, the field is a free-for-all. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Given the strength of the scientific research in reading instruction, there is genuine cause for 
concern that only one in seven education schools appears to be teaching elementary teacher 
candidates the science of reading. Perhaps in 20 years, with some perspective, we will not be 
surprised to find that it took several decades for the science of reading to be absorbed into main-
stream thinking and practice. But that kind of long-term perspective will mean that yet another 
generation of children will have been deprived of the benefits of the science. 

Fortunately, there are practical remedies, none of which are excessively complicated or costly. The 
response falls to no single group but includes states, membership organizations such as NCATE 
and AACTE, the federal government, textbook publishers, and education schools themselves.

STATES 
STATES NEED TO DEVELOP BOTH STRONG READING STANDARDS AND LICENSING TESTS BASED ON THOSE 
STANDARDS. 

If new teachers were required to pass a stand-alone test in reading instruction as a condition of 
licensure, school districts could be assured of hiring new teachers who already possess fundamental 
knowledge of good reading instruction. 

Many states lag well behind the federal government’s commitment to reading science. While 29 
states require reading courses, many remain silent on what those courses should contain. A reading 
coursework requirement, while worthwhile, is not as important as articulating strong standards, 
then backing them up with a test. Together, standards and tests create an effective system of ac-
countability for both education schools and teacher candidates. Massachusetts and Virginia stand 
out for the quality of their reading tests.

MEMBERSHIP ORGANIZATIONS
EDUCATION SCHOOLS THAT DO NOT TEACH THE SCIENCE OF READING SHOULD NOT BE ELIGIBLE FOR 
ACCREDITATION. 
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Accrediting agencies, including the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education 
(NCATE), the Teacher Education Accreditation Council (TEAC), and various regional accrediting 
bodies, should serve as messengers for reform, but, more importantly, should deny accreditation to 
schools that do not teach the science of reading. 

AACTE NEEDS TO BE AN ACTIVE CHAMPION FOR THE SCIENCE OF READING, PROVIDING PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES FOR TEACHER EDUCATORS TO RETOOL THEIR SKILLS. 

AACTE can and should shift from its somewhat passive role, in which it does little to dissuade 
its members from neglecting the reading science, to take on the role of educator and champion for 
adopting the science. 

THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT 
■ ELEMENTARY TEACHERS SHOULD BE REQUIRED TO PASS A TEST IN READING TO ACHIEVE “HIGHLY  

QUALIFIED TEACHER” STATUS. 

■ EDUCATION SCHOOLS SHOULD BE ELIGIBLE TO RECEIVE TITLE II PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FUNDS 
TO IMPROVE FACULTY EXPERTISE IN READING. 

Given some states’ leisurely efforts in reforming their own approaches to reading, the next reau-
thorization of No Child Left Behind (anticipated in 2007-08) should require states to include 
a test of reading knowledge among the tests that are now required of all new elementary teachers. 
Also, the federal government is currently allocating roughly $3 billion per year through Title 
II to provide teachers with professional development to meet the goals of No Child Left Behind. 
Federal funds could be wisely directed toward allowing college faculty members to update their 
knowledge and skills in reading, as well as toward hiring adjunct professors who are already 
sufficiently knowledgeable. 

TEXTBOOK PUBLISHERS 
PUBLISHERS NEED TO IDENTIFY LEGITIMATE EXPERTS IN THE FIELD AND HIRE THEM TO DEVELOP AND WRITE 
BETTER READING TEXTBOOKS. 

Reading courses for future teachers are dependent upon the ready availability of good texts that 
provide accurate and comprehensive material. New textbooks that present proven principles of 
literacy development, why some children have difficulty, and the instructional practices that science 
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has found most effective are desperately needed. Publishers need to identify good authors and 
content experts in the field who are sufficiently knowledgeable of the science to develop compre-
hensive textbooks. 

EDUCATION SCHOOLS 
EDUCATION SCHOOLS NEED TO BUILD FACULTY EXPERTISE IN READING.

Education schools need to acknowledge that they may not have the expertise to deliver coursework 
that provides a strong grounding in the science of reading. They may need to both hire new faculty 
members and provide current faculty members with professional development that retools teacher 
educators across the nation. 

As opportunities arise for hiring new faculty members in reading-related fields, education schools 
need to make reading expertise a priority. Candidates with clearly demonstrated knowledge of 
the science of reading should be given hiring priority. Only by bringing on new faculty members 
who are well versed in sound reading instruction and by providing current faculty members with 
substantive professional development can institutions hope to improve reading instruction for 
future teachers. 
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CONCLUSION

While more research is always needed to improve our understanding of reading (particularly 
reading comprehension), the issue of what to include in an effective reading instruction course is 
settled. The question that now must be addressed is: How can we ensure that education programs 
are effectively teaching future teachers the basic components of reading instruction? Future teachers 
need the knowledge and skills to understand sound reading strategies for themselves and to be able 
to transmit these to their students. With the scientific discoveries that began over a half-century 
ago, we now have the good fortune of holding the keys to the locks that bar far too many children 
from having full access to society. It is time to put the keys in the locks and start turning them. 
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Washington, D.C. 20036 
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and local levels in order to increase the number of effective teachers.
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