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Abstract 

This qualitative study surfaced beliefs around reading instruction and reading development at the 
onset of an elementary literacy methods course. Prior understandings and knowledge around 
reading instruction and reading acquisition emerge through various experiences and have the 
potential to contradict notions presented by teacher educators. This inquiry explored prior beliefs 
held by five preservice teachers (PSTs) about the nature of reading and the teaching of reading, 
drawing on a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) of a pre-course survey. Results indicated 
that early understandings of reading development and pedagogy appear to rely on levelling systems 
for assessing and identifying students’ acquisition of reading skills, as well as organizing students 
into levels for instruction. Beliefs that reading development progresses through a levelled gradient 
are problematic for both teacher and student, shifting attention away from the complex nature of 
reading acquisition and the skills required to develop proficiency. While no generalizable 
statement can be made regarding PSTs’ most frequently held beliefs, this pilot study puts forward 
the idea that understanding PSTs’ prior beliefs is a critical part of teacher education. Intentional 
opportunities to unpack prior beliefs and understandings may offer insight for teacher educators to 
engage students in discourse and experience cognitive dissonance around inconsistencies, making 
space for learning and unlearning.   
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Children as Levels: Early Understandings of Reading Development Conceptualized by 
Preservice Teachers 

The impact of beliefs and prior assumptions about reading acquisition and development cannot be 
underestimated. Instructional decisions and designs are often influenced by belief systems held by 
teachers (Bryan, 2003; Richardson et al., 1991; Skott, 2014), and the relationship between 
instruction and student achievement is well-researched (Otaiba et al., 2016; Darling-Hammond, 
1996, 2000; Guerriero, 2017; International Literacy Association, 2018; Muñoz et al., 2011; Rivkin 
et al., 2005; Wright et al., 1997). Given that instructional decisions are often grounded in teacher 
beliefs and that student achievement is directly linked to instructional approach, it is therefore 
critical to examine how teachers form foundational beliefs regarding all aspects of learning, 
instruction, and pedagogy.  

In a 2000 analysis of state policy surveys and case study data, Darling-Hammond suggests 
that variables related to teacher quality, such as teacher preparation, certification, and a major in 
the content area, are more influential in predicting student achievement levels than factors 
including class size, heterogeneity, poverty, and language status. The focus of teacher education 
is, therefore, a significant variable in determining teacher efficacy. For example, in reading 
instruction, Piasta et al. (2009) consider the relationship between teachers’ code-related 
knowledge, explicit decoding instruction, and word reading gains of grade one students. Their 
findings suggest that teacher knowledge of code-related skills, as demonstrated in the Teacher 
Knowledge Assessment: Language and Print assessment (Piasta et al., 2009), is positively related 
to reading gains. Interestingly, despite the use of a highly scripted core curriculum, the students 
receiving instruction from teachers with lower scores on the Teacher Knowledge Assessment had 
weaker reading gains. The authors of this study highlight that the use of a core curriculum may 
provide an instructional base but suggest that specialized knowledge of language and literacy 
offers teachers the skills to approach instruction flexibly to address the individual needs of 
students. They suggest that when teachers have specialized knowledge, they are better able to 
interpret and respond to student errors, engage students in appropriate material for instruction and 
practice outside the scripted curricula, and adapt the pacing, intensity, and sequence of the 
curricula to meet the needs of the students. Given the importance of teachers’ underlying beliefs 
about education and content knowledge, teacher educators must be attentive to preservice teachers’ 
learning and unlearning processes. The area of reading is one key area where the need for this dual 
approach is readily apparent. 
Literacy as a Human Right 
Approximately 40% of students learn to read with relative ease (Hempenstall, 2016; Lyon, 1998; 
State Collaborative on Reforming Education, 2020; Young, 2017). However, many find it 
considerably difficult, and this level of difficulty is compounded by intersectional factors: students 
navigating poverty, students who identify as racial minorities or as English language learners, and 
students with disabilities are at increased risk (Fien et al., 2021; Snow et al., 1998). This is not to 
suggest that students who find learning to read difficult have a disability. Studies demonstrate that 
most children can learn to read proficiently when provided explicit instruction and targeted 
intervention, when necessary, of foundational reading skills (Lesaux & Siegel, 2003; Otaiba & 
Torgesen, 2007; Savage et al., 2018).  

Data reported by Saskatchewan's Ministry of Education (2024) demonstrates a persistent 
gap in reading achievement between Indigenous and non-indigenous students. Reading data 
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outlined in the Ministry of Education 2023-24 annual report reflected that in the 2022-23 school 
year, 70% of Grade 3 students achieved the provincially developed grade-level benchmarks using 
the approved levelled reading assessments (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2021), while the 
percentage of self-identified First Nations, Inuit, and Métis students who achieved this level of 
proficiency was reported at 45.5%. This disparity in reading achievement has been reported 
consistently from 2014 through 2023 (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2020; Saskatchewan 
Ministry of Education, 2024). Despite provincial efforts through education sector strategic plans 
(Government of Saskatchewan, 2014; Ministry of Education, n.d.), literacy rates in Saskatchewan 
continue to remain below the 80% at or above grade level target set by the province, and 
Indigenous students continue to perform below their peers, highlighting issues related to equity. 

The Ontario Human Rights Commission’s (2022) Right to Read inquiry report addressed 
issues related to equity. They suggested that families from historically marginalized backgrounds 
may not have the access or financial resources to navigate the system or obtain reading support 
services outside of the school system. The OHRC report calls on faculties of education to promote 
the goal of equity through the broader topic of culturally responsive instruction, defined by 
Hammond (2020) as educational practices focused on the cognitive development of under-served 
students alongside the development of a deeper understanding of scientifically supported 
pedagogy. It should be noted that culturally responsive pedagogy is not reflected through a distinct 
routine or program but rather “shaped by the sociocultural characteristics of the settings in which 
they occur, and the populations for whom they are designed” (Gay, 2013, p. 63) and, while 
important, are beyond the scope of this article. Rather, this article examines the specific orientation 
towards reading instruction—balanced literacy—and specific themes related to levelling that 
should be addressed in literacy methods courses as an act of learning and unlearning. 

Literacy is recognized as a human right (Derby & Ranginui, 2018; OHRC, 2022; 
UNESCO, 2019) and attention to how early reading is taught in schools is influencing state 
legislature in the United States (Neuman et al., 2023) and has prompted inquiries by provincial 
human rights commissions in Saskatchewan and Ontario. There is a long history of the debate 
centred around how reading skills develop and, therefore, how reading should be taught. Known 
as the “reading wars” (Castles et al., 2018), exchanges centre around instructional approaches 
favouring a code-based approach—where letter and sound relationships are explicitly and 
systematically taught (Adams, 1991; Chall, 1967, 1983)—and a meaning-centred approach where 
students are encouraged to draw on oral language skills to recognize unfamiliar words (Goodman, 
1970). The term balanced literacy is often used to exemplify an instructional approach that 
combines skill and meaning (Pressley et al., 2002) and many provincial curricula (see, British 
Columbia, 2016; Manitoba, 2019; Saskatchewan, 2010) reflect tenets of this approach where skill 
instruction is to be embedded within meaningful contexts and inquiry learning. Included in this 
approach is the use of levelled texts for assessment and instruction. Children are ascribed an 
instructional level based on a combined accuracy and comprehension score with the purpose of 
matching text difficulty to the reader, then using the levels to create instructional groupings of 
students (Pratt & Urbanowski, 2015). However, studies have called into question the reliability of 
commercially produced levelled reading assessments (Parker et al., 2015), the text complexity 
within and between levels (Burns et al., 2015; Pitcher & Fang, 2007), and the notion of 
instructional levels (Burns et al., 2015).  

The three cueing system is another feature of a balanced approach to literacy instruction 
and is predicated on the notion that skilled reading draws on three information sources—semantic, 
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syntactic, and graphophonic—represented in decreasing order of importance (Hempenstall, 2006). 
Semantic cues utilize the meaning of the surrounding text to assist with decoding unknown words, 
and syntactic cues consider the grammatical structure of the sentence wherein unknown words 
may be guessed based on grammatical rules. Graphophonic cues refer to the correspondence 
between sounds and symbols, and students may be encouraged to look at the first letter when 
approaching an unknown word or confirming a word choice (Hempenstall, 2006). In this approach, 
accurate word reading is not necessary if the meaning of the text is retained (Hempenstall, 2006). 
Goodman (1970) characterized reading as a “psycholinguistic guessing game” (p. 127) in which 
readers use graphic, semantic, and syntactic knowledge to guess the meaning of printed words. 
However, research indicates that accurate word identification based on contextual cues is limited 
(Gough et al., 1981) and that skilled readers, although attentive to the use of context to derive 
meaning from unfamiliar words, rely on word structure for decoding (Tunmer & Hoover, 1993). 
As indicated by the tension between research-informed practices and policies around reading 
instruction dominant in curricular design, the subject of reading instruction requires thoughtful 
consideration in teacher education instruction. 

The reports from the Ontario Human Rights Commission (2022) and Saskatchewan Human 
Rights Commission (2023) call for changes in provincial curricula to align with scientific evidence 
for reading instruction. References to reading levels and three cueing are prevalent in the 
Saskatchewan English Language Arts (2010) curriculum. For example, a Grade 1 indicator that 
supports the outcome of reading and comprehending grade-appropriate texts is that students read 
aloud any text that is familiar and at an independent reading level. For the same outcome, another 
indicator is that students will use applicable pragmatic, textual, syntactic, 
semantic/lexical/morphological, graphophonic, and other communication cues and conventions to 
construct and communicate meaning when reading. Several provinces, such as Ontario, Alberta, 
and New Brunswick, have made shifts to curricular models that reflect a scientific evidence base, 
thus signalling a move away from levelled frameworks for reading assessment. 

There has been an increase in calls for teacher education programs to prepare teacher 
candidates better to be teachers of reading. The Ontario Human Rights Commission's (2022) Right 
to Read inquiry report included six recommendations for higher education, drawing attention to 
the content of required literacy methods courses, the administration and use of valid assessment 
tools, and supporting students with exceptionalities—including students who struggle with reading 
and writing. In a recent review of nearly 700 elementary teacher education programs in the United 
States, the National Council on Teacher Quality (2023) reported that only 25% of programs 
adequately addressed the essential components for reading instruction (as identified in the National 
Reading Panel, 2000), and 40% of programs focused on content and instructional methods deemed 
contrary to the relevant research-base. Recommendations in this report call for critical 
examinations and revisions to methods courses to align with compelling research and 
understandings around reading instruction, as well as continued training and professional learning 
opportunities for the instructors of these courses.  
The Role of Preservice Teacher Beliefs 
Moats (2014) poses critical questions about the design and content of literacy methods courses that 
teacher education programs should consider in preparing preservice teachers with the knowledge 
and skills necessary to address the range of individual aptitudes for reading and includes the 
importance of surfacing beliefs held by PSTs and challenging those, if necessary, “in ways that 
engender cognitive shifts” (p. 88). Often overlooked when considering the efficacy of literacy 
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methods courses are the beliefs about literacy pedagogy and content that preservice teachers 
approach coursework and learning with (Ciampa & Gallagher, 2018). Although some studies 
suggest that new knowledge presented in methods courses is resisted by PSTs when it contradicts 
personal beliefs (Clift & Brady, 2009; Massey, 2010), there is evidence that supports methods 
courses as avenues for negotiated understandings (Brodeur & Ortmann, 2018; Duffy & Atkinson, 
2001; Leko & Mundy, 2011; Nierstheimer et al., 2000). 

Kagan (1992) stressed the central role of pre-existing beliefs held by preservice and 
beginning teachers and concluded that beginning teachers are strongly influenced by their 
experiences as learners. Their pre-existing beliefs filtered the content of coursework, remained 
relatively unchanged, and were translated into classroom practice. Hence, beliefs may act as a 
barrier to new or conflicting beliefs (Risko et al., 2008) and serve as a filter to either accept or 
reject knowledge presented in reading methods courses (Vieira, 2019). As such, how do 
pedagogical decisions rooted in teachers’ beliefs influence students’ development and proficiency 
in reading—particularly those with increased risk factors and intersectional factors such as 
developmental language disorders (Snowling et al., 2021) and poverty (Buckingham et al., 
2013)—when those beliefs run counter to research-informed understandings about reading? 
Taking this broader question into account, this paper explores the early understandings related to 
levelling systems to consider the narrower question: What particular beliefs, held early in a 
required literacy methods course, do preservice teachers surface about reading development and 
reading instruction? 

Learning to read is one of the most complex skills students will acquire (Liu et al., 2016) 
as the act of reading is comprised of many skills and described by Dr. G. Reid Lyon (2003) as 
“one of the most complex, unnatural cognitive interactions that brain and environment have to 
coalesce together to produce” (para. 51). Teaching children to read is also complex and requires 
knowledge and skills across components of word recognition, language comprehension, spelling, 
and writing (Moats, 2020). However, research suggests that preservice and in-service teachers lack 
the depth of knowledge required to teach reading effectively, particularly to those children at risk 
for reading difficulties (Bos et al., 2001; CLLRN, 2009; Cheesman et al., 2010; Cohen et al., 2016; 
Cunningham et al., 2004; Lyon & Weiser, 2009; McCutchen et al., 2002; Meeks & Kemp, 2017; 
Meeks et al., 2016; Moats, 1994, 2009; Moats & Foorman, 2003; Moore, 2020; Piasta et al., 2009; 
Stark et al., 2016). Across Canada, changes in provincial curricula reflect current calls to align 
content and instruction with compelling scientific research. Literacy methods courses can help 
PSTs unpack their own histories and beliefs about reading acquisition and help them navigate 
politically charged discourses around reading by focusing on evidence-based practices while 
critically examining their own orientations. 

Literature Review 
Unlike many other professions, PSTs in teacher education programs bring vast classroom 
experiences, albeit as students. Findings from Debreli (2016), Smagorisnky and Barnes (2014), 
and Vieira (2019) suggest that instructional choices and learning experiences made by teachers 
early in their careers are primarily influenced by the experiences they enjoyed or did not enjoy as 
students. Accumulated and internalized beliefs about reading may also begin with literacy 
experiences in the home, through parent modelling, encouraged reading habits, and the ease at 
which an individual learns to read (Vieira, 2019). Findings by Gregoire (2003) and, more recently, 
Vieira (2019) highlighted the obstinate nature of beliefs whereby prior understandings served to 
filter the new learning presented in literacy methods courses.  
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Bandura (1986) suggests that beliefs may be more prone to modification in early learning 
experiences. As such, teacher education programs can, in fact, serve as a catalyst for shifting 
misaligned or outdated beliefs held by PSTs. Contrary to findings that indicated minimal shifts in 
understandings held by PSTs, several studies demonstrated negotiated beliefs when offered new 
learning in methods courses (Brodeur & Ortmann, 2018; Duffy & Atkinson, 2001; Leko & Mundy, 
2011; Nierstheimer et al., 2000), highlighting the value of surfacing and interrogating beliefs and 
focusing on meaningful, integrated opportunities for new learning (Yost et al., 2000).  

Theoretical Perspective 
Through a social constructivist lens, this inquiry investigated the early understandings and beliefs 
about reading development and instruction, constructed through prior experiences, brought 
forward by PSTs into their first required literacy course in their teacher education program. Social 
constructivism is positioned on the belief that knowledge is a social construct fashioned through 
the interconnectedness between environment, individual, and others (Azzarito & Ennis, 2003; 
Olson, 1995; Vygotsky, 1978; Young & Collin, 2004). Distinctive of a social constructivist lens 
is the essential role of groups in constructing knowledge through collaboration, questioning, and 
discussions among peers with the guidance of a mentor (Yost et al., 2000). New knowledge is 
socially constructed and filtered through existing knowledge, creating space for revision and 
reconstruction of existing beliefs (Andrew et al., 2018). This inquiry sought to create space to 
surface initial beliefs and understandings about reading development and instruction so that they 
can subsequently be critically engaged. This paper accordingly presents one method through which 
those initial beliefs can be brought forward. 

Purpose of the Study 
This study aimed to investigate the early understandings and knowledge of reading development 
and reading instruction that preservice teachers (n=5) brought with them to a required literacy 
methods course, guided by the research question: What particular beliefs, held early in a required 
literacy methods course, do preservice teachers surface about reading development and reading 
instruction? This study was a pilot for research completed as part of a doctoral program dissertation 
(Dunk, 2021). The findings from this study may serve as a catalyst for teacher educators to consider 
the relevance of and how to create intentional opportunities to unpack and confront prior 
understandings and beliefs about teaching and learning held by PSTs. 

Case Study Design 
This study examines the beliefs and understandings about reading shared by participants and 
interpreted by the researcher. Hence, an interpretive case study design (Merriam, 1988) was suited 
to this study as data were collected to capture individual perspectives, which were interpreted by 
the researcher (Lincoln et al., 2018). Case study research has a place in investigating various 
aspects of teacher education programs as it can shift attention “from a ‘macro’ level encompassing 
broad issues of content, standards, and other program components to a ‘micro’ level for a close, 
in-depth look at issues that affect learning” (Maloch et al., 2003, p. 434, emphasis in original). 
This study examined the realities presented by the participants at a moment in time and invites 
readers to consider participant perspectives alongside their own knowledge, beliefs, and 
experiences (Merriam, 2009).  
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Context of the Study 
This study took place at a Canadian university where all students in the College of Education must 
take a literacy methods course grounded in the principle that every teacher is a teacher of reading. 
It is offered in students' first semester of their Bachelor of Education program. As such, it is the 
first literacy methods course that PSTs take in their teacher education program and is therefore 
well-situated as a space within which PSTs might examine their foundational beliefs prior to 
instructional intervention. Participants from two sections of this course were invited to participate 
in this study, which involved completing an online survey. 

Methods 
Researcher Positionality 
I came to this research with my own lived experiences, both personally and professionally, as do 
all researchers. As a classroom teacher who spent many years teaching children to read, I have 
lived the shifting landscape of ‘trends’ and approaches to reading instruction, often influenced by 
professional learning offered by the system and schools I worked with and the curricular resources 
provided to me for instructional use. I have had to learn, unlearn, and relearn, question my own 
practices, and consider how my own knowledge and approaches to instruction may be hindering 
the reading development of some students and what I need to do to ensure I am supporting all 
children as they learn to read. Through that process, I humbly come to my work as a teacher 
educator and researcher with the belief that ‘when we know better, we do better’ (Angelou, 2012). 

Effective teachers are critical in supporting students' reading development, particularly 
those for whom learning to read is challenging. These teachers know when and how to adjust 
instruction to respond to the varied needs of students and ensure that instructional decisions are 
grounded in compelling evidence rather than philosophical beliefs. Teacher education programs 
play an essential role in developing the knowledge and experiences necessary for PSTs to be highly 
effective teachers of reading. This work is guided by the foundational view that all teachers, 
regardless of grade level or subject-area specialty, are teachers of reading (Draper, 2008; Fang, 
2012; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). This has deeply influenced my own views on reading 
pedagogy and reading development. 

Interpretations of the data shared by participants were constructed through the perspectives 
I brought forward to the study. Situated within a social constructivist lens, my role as a researcher 
can be described as a co-constructor of knowledge through interactions with the data. However, 
the participants remained the centre of the inquiry, and it is through their contributions of 
individual perspectives that truth emerged from a shared consensus between all constructors. These 
truths, or subjective human realities, reflect individual understandings of reality through one’s 
perspective (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2013).  
Participants 
Following REB ethics approval, recruitment for the study took place early in the fall semester of 
2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic, and at this time, courses transitioned from in-person to 
online. Consent was obtained from the instructors of two sections of a literacy methods course. 
The researcher shared information about the study via a virtual presentation for each section, and 
instructors were absent during this online recruitment presentation. Students were made aware that 
instructors would not be privy to who participated in the study. The researcher shared a recruitment 
poster with the instructors to distribute to the students enrolled in the course. This poster included 
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a link to the online survey used to collect data for this study. Five participants across the two 
courses engaged in the study through this process. Participant consent was embedded in the survey, 
indicating the conditions of participation and that free and informed consent was implied through 
survey completion and submission. Participants chose a pseudonym for identification; the 
researcher did not know their real identities.  

Fundamental to social constructivism is the recognition of social and cultural influences on 
learning (Adams, 2006), and it is understood that beliefs about reading development and pedagogy 
have accumulated and formed through various lived experiences. Although the participants in this 
study were enrolled in their first required course focused on literacy, they were asked on the survey 
if they had experience working with children learning to read (see Appendix, question 30). For 
context, Table 1 outlines the participants and their relevant experience. Highlighting these 
experiences is not presented with the intent to suggest causal or correlational connections to the 
findings in this study. Instead, it is to acknowledge that PSTs bring established beliefs and 
understandings constructed through lived experiences, some of which may be indicated here, to 
initial coursework in their teacher education programs. 
Table 1 
Participants: Experience with Beginning Readers 

Participant Experience 
Marie Special needs worker; EA in general and 

specialized classrooms; work with ELL 
students in various grades 
 

Pam Daughter who struggled with learning to read 
Elizabeth Marie Tutor for a Grade 4 student in English 
Rae Tutor for a student with a learning disability 
Candace Parent, EA, volunteer for a city organization  

Data Collection 
A PhD candidate conducted this research as part of a more extensive study examining the early 
and negotiated understandings of reading development and instruction pre- and post- a required 
literacy methods course. All students enrolled in the required literacy methods course were invited 
to participate. As this course was offered early in the teacher education program, information 
provided on the survey was based on the participants' experiences and reading knowledge before 
engaging in any other required literacy methods courses. Participants were five teacher candidates 
invited from two sections of the same literacy course who completed a pre-course semi-structured 
survey (see Appendix for survey questions). The survey was created using SurveyMonkey and 
hosted on the university platform. Participant access to the survey was included via a link on the 
recruitment poster, and all surveys were completed within one month of the start of the semester.  
Survey Instrument 
The pre-course survey utilized in this study was adapted from an original instrument created to 
track teacher beliefs related to literacy teaching by Gove (1983) and Vacca et al. (1991) and used 
in subsequent studies by Brenna and Dunk (2018, 2019). This survey was used to collect data on 

in education

31 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 Unported License. www.ineducation.ca

in education

31 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 Unported License. www.ineducation.ca



  
 

participant accounts of reading-related beliefs and knowledge and was administered and collected 
by the researcher. 
Data Analysis 
Survey data were coded following the thematic analysis phases outlined by Braun and Clarke 
(2006), which served as a fitting method to report participants' shared experiences and realities 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Based on the repeated readings of the survey results, ideas resonated 
under the following headings: assessment and achievement, understanding of reading 
development, and teaching of reading. Although data were limited in scope, patterned responses 
around the concept of levels were intriguing and noteworthy. 

Findings 
Participants in this study (n=5) were required to take the literacy methods course at the onset of 
their teacher education program. This course was a requirement for all students in the teacher 
education program, not only those interested in pursuing elementary (Kindergarten to Grade 3) or 
middle years (Grade 4 to Grade 8) teaching careers. The survey included questions that asked 
respondents to consider aspects of reading development and pedagogy that would apply 
specifically to beginning readers and other questions addressed aspects of reading applicable to 
any grade level.  

Respondents were asked to identify their preferred grade level. Based on these responses, 
three participants identified a preferred interest in elementary teaching (Kindergarten-Grade 3), 
and two identified a preferred interest in teaching middle years (Grades 4-8). Most questions on 
the survey were broad in scope; however, four questions asked respondents to consider their 
preferred grade level when answering. Additionally, one question asked respondents to consider 
their response through the lens of a Grade 1 teacher and another through the lens of a Grade 8 
teacher. Specific questions related to reading development and instruction include but are not 
limited to: 

• What would you consider to be key factors that support the reading development of 
students? 

• How will you know if your students are reaching their full potential as readers? 
• What kinds of things do you think are important for teachers to teach directly, in support 

of children’s reading progress? 
• When teaching beginning readers, what type of text would you want to use to support 

reading development? Why? 
o “A fat rat sat. The cat ran at the rat. Sad rat.” 
o “I like to run. I like to skip. I like to jump. I love to play.” 

Levelling Vocabulary as an Emergent Theme 
An emergent theme, based on the coding process, reflected the popularity and use in classrooms 
of various levelling systems (Fountas & Pinnell, 2006) for the assessment of and instruction in 
reading. Characterized through a balanced literacy approach, levelled texts are often used for 
instruction during guided reading, shared reading, and independent reading opportunities 
(Glasswell & Ford, 2010). Noted in the surveys was the broad scope of the understood use of 
levelled texts and levelling systems, not only as instructional and assessment tools but also as a 
way to depict reading development and reading proficiency. While the scope of the study sought 
to investigate early beliefs pertaining to reading development and instruction, aspects related to 
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assessment are included in the findings as the theme of levelling inextricably linked the use of a 
levelled reading assessment system to recognize reading development and to guide instructional 
decisions. 
Assessment and Achievement 
Participants who identified a desire to teach elementary grade levels (n=3) appeared to believe that 
children's reading development is primarily assessed through a levelling system. In response to a 
question about how one would assess reading development, “Candace,” a parent and educational 
assistant, noted that they would use “standardized reading assessments such as F&P” along with 
reading in small groups. Specific reference to Fountas and Pinnell (F&P) suggests prior 
experiences with this assessment system, characterized by a progression through texts that are 
levelled as a representation of increasing difficulty. Additional responses suggested that reading 
development might be measured by achieving benchmarks when students demonstrate the use of 
the three cueing systems (i.e., relying on syntax, semantics, and graphic cues for reading) (Clay, 
1993) and the students' ability to respond to comprehension questions based on levelled texts. 
When asked about key components to look for when assessing reading development, “Candace” 
listed “looking at the pictures for clues” and “contextual clues” as indicators. In response to a 
question asking what Grade 1 teachers should do regularly, “Marie,” a participant with experience 
as an educational assistant, emphasized using levelled assessments to identify the reading levels 
of students "regularly throughout the year."  

The two participants interested in teaching middle years (n=2) seemed to consider the 
assessment of reading development in terms of a demonstrated proficiency in reading-related skills 
and strategies (e.g., reading fluently, ability to decode, knowledge of vocabulary, summarizing 
text). However, “Pam,” who indicated that she has a child who had difficulty learning to read, 
added that the assessment of reading development should consider the student’s ability to use 
“level-appropriate vocabulary” and “level-appropriate comprehension.”  
Reading Development 
Questions on the survey asked participants to consider key factors that support students’ reading 
development. Findings demonstrated that several of the participants referenced levelled texts in 
some capacity. “Marie” addressed the need for students to develop comprehension skills by 
reading texts “not below or above” but at the appropriate level. Similarly, “Rae,” a tutor for a 
student with a learning disability, indicated that a key factor in developing reading is for students 
to engage in interesting texts that are “reading level appropriate.” 

This study identified the use of the three cueing system as an indicator of children's reading 
development. When asked to identify the more proficient reader based on miscues, several 
respondents chose the reader who substituted a word with a word of similar meaning (reflective of 
the three cueing approach), one respondent chose the reader who attempted, unsuccessfully, to 
read the word phonetically, and one respondent justified both types of readers as being the more 
proficient reader, as one is attempting to decode the written word and the other considers that 
replacing the word with a synonym retains the meaning of the text. 
Reading Instruction 
When considering aspects of reading instruction, survey responses appeared to cover a spectrum 
ranging from dispositional characteristics (e.g., exemplary reading teachers are patient, ignite 
passion, empower students, and support success) to emphasis on the direct teaching of skills and 
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strategies. However, the data showed the use of levelling systems for instructional purposes. One 
participant referenced that directing instruction to the identified level is critical to supporting 
reading acquisition. “Marie” noted that part of their home reading program would be:  

for students to take books from their reading level home to read with their parents. This 
allows the parents to see where I have assessed their reading level to be and for them to 
engage with them in a level-appropriate manner around reading development. 
Relatedly, participants were asked to identify which type of text they would use to support 

the reading development of beginning readers. One example reflected decodable text, focusing on 
regular letter-sound patterns (Bogan, 2012). Words in this text were tightly controlled—including 
one vowel sound, seven consonants, and one high-frequency word (“the”). The other example 
reflected a pattern or predictable text. The phrase "I like to" was repeated three times and changed 
to "I love to" in the last sentence. The last word of each sentence exhibited an action (e.g., run, 
skip, jump, play) that could be demonstrated in the illustration. A characteristic of many early-
level texts for beginning readers is the repetition of words or phrases, often referred to as pattern 
(or predictable) texts. In these books, illustrations serve to enhance the relationship between 
pictures and written words, offering support to predict the text (Bogan, 2012). Predictable texts 
encourage beginning readers to draw on semantic, syntactic, and visual cues (three cueing system) 
for word reading. When asked to consider the type of text they would use with beginning readers 
to support reading development, several respondents chose the text that would be considered 
predictable, or patterned, emphasizing the use of the pictures and context to support word reading. 
Participants who chose the decodable text reasoned that this type of text focused attention on the 
letter-sound correspondences. 

Discussion 
Preservice teachers who participated in this study emphasized levelling systems that permeated 
through their understandings of reading development and pedagogical approaches. However, 
identifying children's reading development through the lens of a levelling gradient limits 
understanding of the complex nature of reading and the depth of knowledge required to support 
children as they learn to read, especially the high number of those who find learning to read 
difficult. Results of this study highlight the importance of surfacing the beliefs and prior 
understandings (or misunderstandings) that PSTs bring with them early in their teacher education 
programs—primarily the reductive narrative framing of children as ‘levels’—and the benefit that 
required methods courses have as an avenue to address misconceptions. 

When teacher educators are aware of the understandings PSTs hold, courses can be shaped 
to address and provoke shifts in understanding. Hikida et al. (2019) suggest: 

The activities undertaken in classrooms during “reading time” are what students come to 
believe reading to be. We argue that teacher educators and researchers could benefit from 
being (re) reminded of this axiom. That is, what preservice teachers do during their literacy 
preparation is what they believe the teaching of reading to be. (p. 191)  

Literacy courses offer the opportunity to revise preservice teachers' beliefs with content and 
pedagogical approaches that align with an interdisciplinary evidence base. 

The prominence of associating levels with reading development requires attention. 
Responses to the survey by some PSTs suggested that they would know children are developing 
their reading skills if they achieved identified benchmarks throughout the year. When reading 
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development is correlated to advancing through a levelled gradient, studies have shown that 
children define themselves as readers in terms of a level and ascertain who amongst their peers is 
a strong reader and who is a weak reader based on those levels (Forbes, 2008; Pierce, 1999). 
Identifying one's reading development along a levelled gradient may have a negative influence 
(Forbes, 2008) and has the potential to hinder factors for learning to read, such as motivation, 
interest, and self-efficacy, all of which Tunmer and Hoover (2019) suggested may indirectly 
impact reading acquisition.  

Levelling systems assign a rank, or level, based on characteristics of the text, which are 
highly subjective (Moats, 2017). In fact, in an analysis of sample texts from one series of levelled 
books published in the United States, Picher and Fang (2007) found that the levelling system was 
not a reliable indicator of text difficulty, and the quality varied substantially between and within 
levels. The authors cautioned that reliance on text levels could be unfavourable in the reader–text 
matching process. Research has cast doubt on the notion of “instructional levels” (Jorgenson et al., 
1977; Kuhn et al., 2006; Morgan et al., 2000; O'Connor et al., 2010; Stahl & Heubach, 2005); 
however, this term is widely used in education (Burns et al., 2015). PSTs in this study placed 
importance on matching text to the readers. “Marie” noted that "reading things that are their 
reading level" was critical in supporting reading development. “Elizabeth Marie” suggested that 
exemplary reading teachers "teach to the level that each student requires" and identified her 
strength as a reading teacher, ensuring each child is at the correct level. As well, “Marie” indicated 
that levelled texts would be used as part of a home reading program, providing opportunities for 
the child to practice these texts at home and "for the parents to see where I have assessed their 
reading level to be." Attention here appeared to focus on assessing the progression and 
identification of levels instead of assessing and identifying reading-related skills. 

Participants in this study did not refer to reading development in terms of the acquisition 
and development of processes and skills required to move from learning the alphabetic principle 
to applying that knowledge to written words. Ehri (1995) considers word reading development 
through a series of qualitatively distinct phases, described as pre-alphabetic, partial alphabetic, full 
alphabetic, and consolidated alphabetic. Central to the characteristics of each phase are the reader's 
knowledge of the alphabetic system and mastery of the sound/spelling correspondences in words. 
Knowledge and understanding of the qualitative characteristics of reading development provide a 
basis for monitoring progress and differentiating instruction. As PSTs in the current study 
presented their understandings of reading development and instruction in relation to a levelled 
gradient and matching texts to readers, it would be necessary for teacher educators to unpack those 
beliefs and facilitate opportunities to build understandings of reading acquisition and the most 
effective instruction that is supported by evidence. 

Using levelled texts to teach early reading is prevalent in classrooms (Cunningham et al., 
2005; Moats, 2017). Early levels often appear as predictable texts characterized by semantically 
predictable and repeated language patterns and with illustrations that match the print. These 
sources support the use of the three cueing systems for word recognition. As texts increase along 
the levelled gradient, predictability declines; however, the instructional emphasis of the earlier 
texts is to foster the coordinated use of the three cueing systems, which is then applied to texts of 
increased difficulty. The three cueing model, which focuses on the semantic system, is a 
foundational component of balanced literacy instruction (Kilpatrick, 2015). Reference to utilizing 
the three cueing systems model permeated the surveys in responses around supporting word 
reading and identifying proficient readers, which is reflective of a balanced literacy influence.  
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Kilpatrick (2015) further suggested that the three cueing model is problematic as it pertains 
to word reading and suggests that weak readers, not skilled readers, rely heavily on context for 
word reading. Rather than the semantic system, the connection between the orthographic and 
phonological systems supports skilled word reading. Reading materials that promote the 
application of students' knowledge of sound/symbol relationships facilitate storing familiar letter 
sequences for later recognition and retrieval. These texts, referred to as decodables, accelerate 
mastery of phonics skills and increase activity in those areas of the brain wired for skilled reading 
(Kilpatrick, 2015). However, findings in this study reflect PSTs' privileging of levelled, or 
predictable texts, over decodable texts for beginning readers and reasoned that the repeated words 
and phrases supported reading development.  

PSTs in this study initially appeared to have a narrow understanding of how reading 
materials can be used to support reading development. “Rae” suggested that decodable texts allow 
students to "fully comprehend the sound that the letters make" and “Pam” stated that "it's good to 
start with soft vowels and similar sounds." PSTs who identified they would use predictable texts 
for beginning readers justified their choice, sighting that the text's meaning, pattern, and 
predictability, along with picture cues, best supported reading development. Participant responses 
demonstrated limited knowledge of how decodable texts should be used to support reading 
development in the transitory phase as students are learning and applying the code in connected 
text and that once students reach the consolidated phase, their print lexicons and knowledge of 
letter patterns enable them to read a variety of text types, including levelled texts. While a deep 
understanding of reading acquisition is not expected or required at the beginning of a PST’s first 
literacy methods course, this data suggests that many PSTs do come with deeply entrenched beliefs 
on reading that must be articulated and, subsequently, engaged within the teacher education 
instruction that follows.  

Data from this study in surfacing the beliefs and understandings of PSTs demonstrated a 
limited, narrow view of various aspects of reading development and instruction. This is 
problematic when these beliefs and understandings do not reflect current evidence on reading 
acquisition and instruction. Methods courses offer the opportunity to examine pre-existing beliefs 
and begin to develop knowledge of the foundational processes required for skilled reading 
(Stainthorp, 2004). In response to criticism indicating that teacher education programs do not 
adequately prepare teacher candidates for early reading instruction (Bos et al., 2001; Carlisle et 
al., 2009; Cheesman et al., 2010; Joshi et al., 2009; Mathes & Torgesen, 1998; Moats, 1994, 2014; 
Piasta et al., 2009), instructors in literacy methods courses can create space to surface prior 
understandings held by PSTs and shape course content to address misconceptions and gaps in 
understandings.  

Conclusion 
Surfacing the beliefs and understandings that PSTs bring to literacy methods courses can shape 
the content and experiences of these courses, providing one avenue for PSTs to examine and refine 
their understandings related to reading instruction and development. Findings from Massey (2010) 
support the benefit of deep, concentrated instruction and the necessity to surface prior knowledge 
and beliefs to provide opportunities to add to or change existing knowledge. Duffy and Atkinson 
(2001) and Brenna and Dunk (2018) also noted the importance of providing preservice teachers 
with opportunities to address misunderstandings about reading and reading instruction.  
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Although based on a small participant pool, the results of this pilot study are significant as 
we consider how children are defined as readers by policy and pre-/in-service teachers alike. 
Current practices, guided by provincial curricula, rely heavily on the use of levelled reading 
assessments and instructional/independent level texts for instruction, perpetuating the 
identification of children as levels. Teachers emphasize the levelled gradient and the defined 
benchmarks reflecting reading development throughout each grade. Implications of the prevalence 
of a levelled gradient are apparent in the reliance on this gradient to measure growth and 
proficiency, make instructional decisions, and limit text choice. Notable is that PSTs who 
participated in this study brought these beliefs and understandings around the use of levelling 
systems to their initial literacy methods course, begging the question: Where are these beliefs 
stemming from? Literacy methods courses have the capacity to offer PSTs a deep knowledge of 
the phases of reading acquisition, characteristics within these phases, and pedagogical expertise to 
support development through these phases, providing a more robust understanding of how children 
develop as readers. A narrow, limited view of reading development through the lens of a levelled 
gradient is not the only implication of an over-reliance on these systems. Children also identify 
themselves as readers with reference to a level, comparing themselves to their peers—both of 
which have the potential to be detrimental to their confidence and belief about their identity as 
readers. 

Learning to read is a complex process that requires teachers to have a depth of knowledge 
of content—the skills and strategies required for proficient reading, and of pedagogy—and the 
instructional approaches that best facilitate the acquisition of those skills and strategies. This depth 
of knowledge also allows teachers to be flexible in their approaches to adjust instruction to support 
struggling students skillfully. This is not a trivial undertaking. It is recommended that post-
secondary institutions recognize the intricacy that is learning to read and that literacy methods 
courses are not only required but that the sequence of these courses is designed to facilitate learning 
experiences for PSTs to unpack and negotiate prior beliefs while engaging in learning 
opportunities to develop knowledge and application of instruction reflective of current research. 
"Candace" made a striking statement in a survey response: "I wish that there was a university 
course that provided more direction in teaching reading." Perhaps it is necessary to evaluate 
currently required literacy methods courses to ensure they are designed in a way that develops and 
builds critical knowledge of content and instruction. This study offers findings that have the 
potential to influence aspects of teacher education programs, including the value of surfacing 
beliefs and understandings and adjusting course content to address possible misconceptions about 
reading development and reading pedagogy. 

Although the results of this study are limited in scope, the findings offer avenues for further 
consideration. The emphasis placed on levelling systems to define reading development and focus 
instructional decisions is fascinating. Future studies could unpack these beliefs and how these 
understandings are negotiated after completing literacy methods courses. Additionally, it is worthy 
of further inquiry to examine the understandings PSTs bring with them from their experiences in 
learning to read and how that may influence their pedagogical decisions.  

Limitations 
The qualitative approach to this inquiry recognizes that interpretations of the data were constructed 
through the insights and perspectives that I, as the researcher, carried forward to the study. It is 
possible that the use of the term “levels” (or variations of this term) by the participants could have 
held an intention different than that interpreted by the researcher. References to the notion of 
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"levels" surfaced over various questions (e.g., in a question relating to assessment or a question 
relating to a type of instructional text), and all of the participants in the study referred to "levels" 
at some point in their responses.  

As is the nature of qualitative research, this study's findings reflect the participants' shared 
understandings at a moment in time. These findings are not meant to reflect the PSTs enrolled in 
the literacy methods course who did not participate in the study nor generalized beyond the scope 
of this study. 

The number of participants in this study reflected a small sample size. This research was 
conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, and it was the first semester that instructors and 
students were forced to learn online. Site recruitment posed a challenge as many instructors were 
shifting courses to online platforms and felt they were not in a place to offer engagement in a study 
to their students. The limited participation in this study may reflect the additional factors impacting 
student learning and engagement during this time. Despite these limitations, examining PSTs’ 
initial beliefs remains a generative avenue of exploration as teacher educators consider how to best 
prepare PSTs through meaningful teacher education courses that are responsive to PSTs' needs, 
and, ultimately, the needs of the students they will teach. Initial course surveys, such as the one 
this article discusses, are a meaningful avenue through which researchers and educators can engage 
in this exploration toward PST learning and unlearning. 
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Appendix 
1. Please use an anonymous name that you will provide on the survey. Choose a name that 

you can remember easily, such as the name of another family member, or a middle name. 
Please do not choose a non-human name as these pseudonyms will be used in the narrative 
portions of the study results. 
 
Pseudonym:  _______________________ 
 

2. List ways you might assess reading development in your students in grade _____ (fill in 
your preferred grade here) 

Preferred Grade Level 
Comment 

3. What are some key components you might look for when you assess reading development? 
4. How will you know if your students are reaching their full potential as readers? 
5. How well do you think you understand how children come to acquire reading skills? 

o Little to no understanding 
o Some understanding 
o Adequate understanding 
o Extensive understanding 

6. What recommendations to parents might you have to support the reading development of 
students? 

7. What would you consider to be key factors that support the reading development of 
students? 

8. Finish the following statement: “Exemplary reading teachers…” 
9. What will you do when a student is reading orally in a 1:1 reading context with you and 

reads a word wrong (also called a ‘miscue’)? 
10. Is it good practice to immediately correct a child, in the situation above, as soon as an oral 

reading error is made? Why or why not? 
11. Will you have your students practice unrehearsed oral round-robin reading in your 

classroom? Why or why not? 
12. Is it important to introduce all of the new vocabulary words before students in grade ___ 

(fill in your preferred grade here) read a selection independently? Why or why not? 
Preferred Grade Level 
Comment 

13. Classrooms support many different kinds of activities in teaching students to read or to be 
more proficient readers. Which activities do you think should occupy the greatest amount 
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of classroom time in your preferred grade as identified in the previous question. Number 
the following from #1 (greatest amount) to #5 (least amount). 

 
14. I think teachers of reading in Grade 1 should regularly: 
15. I think teachers of reading in Grade 8 should regularly: 
16. What role might parents have in your future classroom and/or at home around reading 

instruction? 
17. What are some of the key routines you would have included in your literacy block? 
18. Finish the following statement: ‘Good readers…’ 
19. Look below at the oral reading ‘mistakes’ (‘miscues’) of the three readers. The word they 

have not read correctly is underlined, and what they read instead of that word is written 
above it. Which of the three readers would you judge as the best or most effective reader 
based on what you see here? Why? 

 
20. What kinds of things do you think are important for teachers to teach directly, in support 

of children’s reading progress? 
21. When teaching beginning readers, what type of text would you want to use to support 

reading development? Why? 
o “A fat rat sat. The cat ran at the rat. Sad rat.” 

in education

50 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 Unported License. www.ineducation.ca

in education

50 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 Unported License. www.ineducation.ca



  
 

o “I like to run. I like to skip. I like to jump. I love to play.” 
Why? 

22. How well do you think you are prepared to teach children to read at your preferred grade 
level? 

o Not prepared 
o Somewhat prepared 
o Adequately prepared 
o Well prepared 

23. How well do you think you are prepared to teach struggling readers how to read? 
o Not prepared 
o Somewhat prepared 
o Adequately prepared 
o Well prepared 

24. What do you feel will be your strengths as a reading teacher? What do you think you will 
need to learn more about? 

25. In a literacy methods course, what do you value as most important learning for you as a 
future teacher? Why? 

o Content (what to teach) 
o Instruction (how to teach) 
o Both 

Why? 
26. What is your definition of reading? 
27. If you were imagining your future students grown up, remembering how you supported 

them as a reading teacher, what might you hope for in terms of their recollections? “My 
teacher assisted me by…”? 

28. How might someone describe your future classroom if they were observing the floor-plan 
and how it related to literacy learning? 

29. If this required ELA course were an elective, would you have registered for it? Why or 
why not? 

30. Do you have experiences working with children learning to read (as a parent, in the 
community, in a school, etc.)? What are some insights from those experiences? 

31. Is there any other information about your beliefs and understandings about reading 
instruction and/or reading development that you would like to share? 

32. Age 
o 24 or under 
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o 25-30 
o 31-40 
o 41-50 
o 50 or older 

33. Do you speak more than one language proficiently? 
o Yes 
o No 

34. Were you educated (K-8) anywhere other than Canada for any period of time? If so, where 
and for which grade levels? 

35. Please list any post-secondary degrees or certificates earned: 
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