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Between 2013 and 2022, 30 states
and the District of Columbia had
passed laws or implemented
policies on reading instruction
(see map). These laws typically
prescribe pre- and in-service
training to ensure that teachers are
equipped with an understanding
of the science of reading and the
skills to apply this understanding
to instruction. But simply requiring
more training is not sufficient.
Teachers need comprehensive
support to improve students’
literacy.

State boards of education can provide this
holistic support through better teacher
preparation standards in early literacy; pro-
fessional development guidance; high-quality
literacy coaches and other support profes-
sionals; and a one-stop-shop strategy that
aids teachers in aligning curriculum, instruc-
tion, and their professional development with

the science of reading. Boards can advocate
for funding for early childhood educators to
receive this support as well.

The term “science of reading” refers to
decades of research on how young children
learn to read. In 2000, the National Reading
Panel summarized the research in the three
preceding decades in its landmark report,
“Teaching Children to Read.”" It identified five
components that are key for effective reading
instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics,
fluency, vocabulary development, and reading
comprehension.? The understanding continues
to evolve as new research is conducted.

TEACHER PREPARATION
According to the National Council on Teacher
Quality, 29 percent of evaluated U.S. un-
dergraduate preparation programs in 2020
provided instruction in all five components
identified by the National Reading Panel.® A
survey of K-2 and special education teachers
found that only 11 percent said they felt
“completely prepared” to teach early reading
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when they finished their programs.*

Only 20 states require a licensure test to
measure teacher candidates’ knowledge of
all aspects of the science of reading; 17 oth-
ers require a test that does not measure all
the components. Only 11 states require such
a test of their special education teachers,
although these teachers work with students
who need the most intervention.

Some state boards with authority over edu-
cation preparation have taken a close look at
reading instruction preparation and have held
programs accountable. The Colorado
State Board of Education in 2022
declined to grant full approval for the Univer-
sity of Colorado Denver’s teacher preparation
program because of deficiencies in reading
instruction. It granted partial approval to
university programs in elementary education,
special education, early childhood education,
and literacy specialization. The university is
due for a follow-up review, at which it will
have the opportunity to show that changes
have been made to meet state mandates on
the science of reading.

Recent legislation in Delaware requires
Delaware teacher preparation programs to pro-
vide instruction in evidence-based reading in-
struction beginning July 1, 2023. It requires the
Delaware Department of Education to establish
a minimum number of hours of training that
instructors in educator preparation programs
must complete in evidence-based reading
instruction. As a result, the state’s Profes-
sional Standards Board will amend its teacher
licensure regulations, which the Delaware State
Board of Education must then approve.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Because state policymakers tend to focus on
it, many state reading laws primarily tackle
professional development. Although many
professional development decisions are made
locally, states can provide guidance and
require or recommend training in the science
of reading. Twenty states have preservice and
in-service requirements for teacher training
and professional development in literacy,



ranging from passing an assessment to
receiving job-embedded training. Another 20
states have literacy requirements for teacher
candidates, and three require in-service pro-
fessional development related to literacy.®

Mississippi began a statewide push

for training in the science of reading for its
K-3 teachers in 2014. Since its revamp of
professional development, along with sweep-
ing changes in curriculum, instructional
coaches, and assessments, Mississippi has
made significant strides in improving literacy
outcomes, with average scores on the grade
4 reading assessment administered by the
National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) rising by 8 points since 2011 and
remaining on par with the national average in
2022, a year when many states lost ground
on NAEP reading scores.’

SUPPORTING ROLES IN
CLASSROOMS

There are a variety of professionals that sup-
port, expand, and supplement daily reading
instruction. They may also provide assess-
ment and sometimes leadership for teachers
and students. These roles often have titles
such as reading specialist, early intervention-
ist, tutor, and instructional coach. Many state
boards oversee the qualifications for these
professionals and can develop policies to en-
sure that the science of learning is embedded
in the coursework for candidates.

The coaching model in particular has proven
highly effective in advancing reading outcomes.
When teachers receive instructional coaching,
the quality of their instruction improves, as
does student achievement.? Literacy coaches
provide one-on-one support to classroom
teachers, model effective instruction, facilitate
collaboration, and provide teachers with updat-
ed research and best practices.

Mississippi also provided literacy coaches to
individual school districts and regions, and
much of the coaching took place through a
virtual platform. Literacy coaches themselves
received professional development and collab-
orated to share knowledge and practices.

In Florida, literacy coaches must be
endorsed or certified in reading. The state
education agency’s professional develop-

ment for these coaches includes certification
boot camps and training in the state’s new
English language arts standards, with other
training determined locally.®

PLANNING AND ALIGNMENT
While more states are adopting curriculum
and assessments that align with the science
of reading, states need to have a plan to
ensure a comprehensive, aligned approach
to supporting educators who are making a
transition in their instruction. Simply buying
new curriculum will not have immediate
impact in the classroom. Teachers need pro-
fessional development, coaching, and time.

The North Carolina State Board
of Education adopted a statewide

literacy plan in 2021 that focuses on syncing
professional development, teacher support,
curriculum, and instruction. The plan followed
a decade of literacy reforms that began with

a 2012 law on third grade retention. In 2018,

a report found the retention strategy did not
produce the expected impact on reading profi-
ciency. Subsequent legislation requires districts
to submit to the state education agency
explanations of how their selected curricula and
resources align to the science of reading.”® The
law also requires K-5 teachers to receive inten-
sive training, schools to develop intervention
protocols, and teacher preparation programs to
align instruction with the science of reading.

INVESTMENT IN EARLY
CHILDHOOD EDUCATORS
Because children begin building their literacy
foundation in infancy, support for teachers

of the youngest learners demands partic-
ular attention." The development of oral
language, understanding of the alphabetic
principle, story and book comprehension,
and knowledge of print concepts are the best
predictors of children’s future reading skills.
Young children who experience rich language
environments have greater oral language
skills and phonemic awareness.'? States
need to consider how to train and support
early childhood educators in developing early
literacy competencies.

CONCLUSION

Many factors contribute to students’ success
in learning to read. Teacher professional
development often receives the most atten-

tion and is critical. To be most impactful,
states should ensure that sufficient time
and resources are allocated for teachers to
participate, through support of release time
to attend workshops and conferences, for
example, or funding for online training.

But policies must go beyond simply mandat-
ing evidence-based reading instruction and
requiring teacher training: They must provide
holistic support that aligns preparation stan-
dards, professional development, classroom
support, and curriculum. Designing a fully
supportive system for teachers is key to
state policymaking that will lead to better
literacy outcomes for young children.

Winona Hao is NASBE'’s director of early
childhood education.
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