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New teachers talk about their preparation to teach early literacy 

 

Abstract 

Individual telephone interviews with eleven Australian beginning teachers who were 

newly appointed, or seeking a teaching position, were used to explore their perceptions 

of their preparation to teach early reading. Interviewees provided self-ratings of 

preparedness and ability to teach early reading, information about their knowledge of 

early reading instruction, and information regarding their opinions of the quality and 

content of their teacher education courses in relation to the teaching of beginning 

reading. The results indicate that most of the interviewees demonstrated inadequate 

knowledge of the subject-specific content of beginning reading and that they were 

generally critical of their preservice preparation, especially with regard to translating 

theory into classroom practice. These findings have serious implications for the quality 

of student learning in early years classrooms and for those students who struggle to 

learn. 
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Introduction 

Academic success throughout primary and secondary education is based on the early 

acquisition of solid literacy skills, especially in reading (Ehri & Flugman, 2018). 

Consequently, the careful teaching of reading is one of the main objectives of early education 

(de Lemos, 2002). The critical role that teachers play in this process cannot be 

underestimated and the careful and thorough preparation of teachers to teach literacy should 

assume prime importance in initial teacher education (ITE) courses, because teacher quality 

is the single, most important in-school factor influencing student achievement (Authors, 

2014; NSW Education Standards Authority [NESA], 2018). National and international 

assessment programs report that the reading performance of Australian students has shown a 

continuous and steady decline between 2000 and 2018 (Australian Curriculum Assessment 

and Reporting Authority, 2018; OECD, 2019).  

It is imperative that the steady decline in the literacy skills of Australian students, as 

identified by both international and Australian testing systems, be arrested and reversed. 

Literacy skills provide the foundation for future learning, and poor literacy skills will have a 

serious and debilitating impact on student learning outcomes in all curriculum areas. In 

addition, a failure to address the national decline in literacy skills may well result in large 

numbers of students leaving school without the necessary skills required to enter the 

workforce. 

One possible contributing factor to this reported drop in literacy standards is 

inadequate teacher preparation (Joshi et al, 2009; Kosnik & Beck, 2008; Mills & Goos, 

2017). The Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) outlines 

the requirements that an initial teacher education (ITE) program must meet to be 

nationally accredited. However, given that there are no explicit and detailed national 

standards for the preparation of Australian primary school teachers in early literacy, 
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one major task of our teacher preparation institutions must be to develop competent and 

knowledgeable teachers who provide evidence-based early reading instruction. 

The report of the National Reading Panel [National Institute of Child Health and 

Human Development (NICHHD), 2000] listed five essential components for the 

teaching of reading: phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, comprehension and 

fluency. Two of these components, phonemic awareness and phonics, are the key skills 

required for beginning reading instruction (McGeown & Medford, 2014). 

A small number of Australian studies have been conducted regarding the extent of 

knowledge that preservice and/or newly graduated teachers have for the teaching of 

early reading skills (Authors, 2017; Fielding-Barnsley, 2010; Mahar & Richdale, 2008; 

Meehan & Hammond, 2006; Stark et al., 2015; Tetley & Jones, 2014). The findings 

from these studies would suggest that many primary preservice and/or newly graduated 

teachers have limited content and pedagogical knowledge for effective early/beginning 

reading instruction. In addition, self-ratings of preparedness to teach early reading 

ranged from not prepared to moderately prepared. 

Given the importance of early reading instruction, it is concerning that new teachers 

report dissatisfaction with their preparation. Reports on the perceptions of Australian newly 

graduated teachers regarding their satisfaction with teacher education literacy programs 

suggest that, on average, only 50% of beginning teachers considered their courses to be 

adequate in developing an understanding of spelling, phonics and grammar (Bostock & 

Boon, 2012; Louden & Rohl, 2006; Rowe, 2005). Studies have also indicated that newly 

graduated teachers have limited knowledge of phonological awareness, phonics and language 

structure (Authors, 2017; Fielding-Barnsley, 2010; Hammond, 2015; Rowe, 2005). 

Furthermore, feedback obtained from school executive staff include comments concerning 

the poor personal literacy of graduates, the questionable quality of their preparation for 
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teaching literacy (Louden et al., 2005; Rowe, 2005), as well as inadequate preparation for the 

realities of teaching generally (Teacher Education Ministerial Group, [TEMAG], 2014). 

Despite decades of research that has linked the quality of teachers’ subject specific 

content and pedagogical knowledge to student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2000), 

recent investigations into the content of teacher preparation programs in Australia, found a 

lack of clarity and considerable variation in approaches to the teaching of reading (Centre for 

Education Statistics and Evaluation, 2017; Authors, 2020). 

Three categories of content knowledge described by Shulman (1986) could provide a 

framework for exploring the knowledge of preservice teachers about literacy instruction. 

Subject content knowledge refers to the amount, organisation and structure of subject matter. 

Pedagogical content knowledge refers to the methods that teachers choose when representing 

concepts in order to make the content comprehensible and the understanding of what makes 

learning a particular topic easy or difficult. Curricular knowledge refers to the content of the 

full range of programs designed for the teaching of a particular subject, including the ability 

to link the content to the preceding and following years’ instruction. 

Subject content knowledge 

Reading requires the application and combination of two sets of fundamental knowledge 

and skills: decoding and the construction of meaning. Research has consistently demonstrated 

the need for beginning readers to learn the alphabetic principle in order to learn to read and 

write (Gersten, et al., 2009; National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 

[NICHHD], 2000; Rose, 2006; Rowe, 2005). Early decoding (reading) and encoding 

(spelling) skills may be organised under two main headings: phonemic awareness and 

phonics. Phonemic awareness skills (one of the sub-skills of phonological awareness) assist 

students to blend phonemes together to produce words, and to isolate phonemes as an initial 

step in spelling words. Phonics knowledge includes grapheme-phoneme relationships and 
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whole word recognition. The integration of phonemic awareness and phonics skills enables 

students to link spoken language to written language (Hulme & Snowling, 2013; Moats, 

2009; Seidenberg, 2017). 

Pedagogical content knowledge 

Research clearly demonstrates that novice learners benefit from direct, explicit 

instruction and are generally unlikely to work out new concepts and relationships for 

themselves. (Kirschner et al., 2006; Rose, 2006). Pedagogical content knowledge for early 

reading includes instructional planning (including the development and use of scope and 

sequences); assessment (including the monitoring of progress); instructional delivery (direct 

instruction, explicit instruction, systematic instruction); corrective feedback processes; re-

teaching (Bellert, 2015; Carnine et al., 2010) and massed and distributed practice (Sayeski et 

al., 2017). 

Curricular knowledge 

Shulman (1986) described four specific types of curricular knowledge: a) programs and 

corresponding materials and resources; b) the effectiveness and implications of programs and 

materials to suit given contexts; c) lateral curricular knowledge; and d) vertical curricular 

knowledge. Lateral curricular knowledge refers to the content and corresponding materials of 

other subject areas being studied at the same time as the target curriculum area. Vertical 

curricular knowledge refers to the scope and sequence across grades and years of a given 

program. These four types of curricular knowledge require teachers to have a deep specific 

subject knowledge base, in-depth knowledge of associated curriculum areas, and the ability 

to combine these areas of knowledge in order to accommodate student needs. 

Between 2005 and 2017, there have been 12 Australian studies into preservice teacher (PST) 

knowledge and/or perceptions of preparedness to teach early reading. Of the ten studies that 

researched PST knowledge about language, eight studies reported low PST knowledge of 
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language structure, including the phonological structure of words and common orthographic 

patterns in English (Bostock & Boon, 2012; Fielding-Barnsley & Purdie, 2005; Fielding-

Barnsley, 2010; Hammond, 2015; Harper & Rennie, 2009; Mahar & Richdale, 2008; 

Authors, 2017; Stark et al., 2016) and two studies reported average knowledge (Meehan & 

Hammond, 2006; Tetley & Jones, 2014). Ten studies investigated PST 

confidence/preparedness to teach early reading. Five of these studies reported low PST 

confidence (Authors, 2017; Harper & Rennie, 2009; Louden et al., 2005; Mahar & Richdale, 

2008; Meehan & Hammond, 2006) and five studies reported moderate to good/sufficient 

confidence (Bostock & Boon, 2012; Fielding-Barnsley, 2010; O’Neill & Geoghegan, 2011; 

Stark et al., 2016; Tetley & Jones, 2014). Three studies found that PST confidence to teach 

early reading did not match their knowledge (Bostock & Boon, 2012; Fielding-Barnsley, 

2010; Tetley & Jones, 2014). Only one study found that PSTs’ higher perceptions of both 

knowledge and confidence were accurate. The authors note that this may be explained by the 

fact that their PSTs had participated in an intensive course in language concepts prior to 

taking part in the survey (Tetley & Jones, 2014). 

Apart from one study (Bostock & Boon, 2012), PSTs’ perceptions of their confidence to 

teach were mostly ranked on a Likert scale and most of the surveys of knowledge were based 

on multiple choice questions. An in-depth examination of newly graduated teachers’ 

perspectives of their knowledge and preparedness to teach early reading, that goes beyond 

survey responses, would help to extend the existing research base and provide a starting point 

for the evaluation of existing course content. 

Individual interviews with recently graduated teachers designed to collect rich qualitative 

data to extend and explore these findings are reported in this paper. The interview questions 

were designed to provide insight into the following research questions: 
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1. What are recently graduated teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness and 

ability to teach early reading, particularly phonological and phonics skills? 

2. How well do recently graduated teachers’ perceptions of preparedness and ability 

to teach early reading match their stated knowledge and skills? 

3. How do recently graduated teachers view the quality and content of their teacher 

education courses related to teaching literacy? 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were initially recruited through online surveys, using the Qualtrics platform, 

which had been distributed to students at 16 consenting universities during 2013 and 2014 

(described in Authors, 2017). These surveys were designed to determine final-year early 

childhood and primary preservice teachers’ perceptions of preparedness and ability to teach 

early reading and spelling skills, as well as their knowledge of components of early reading, 

such as phonemic awareness, alphabet knowledge and early spelling patterns. A copy of this 

survey may be obtained from the first author. Respondents were asked to indicate if they 

were interested in participating in a follow-up interview. Of the 19 students who expressed 

interest in the interview process after completing the online surveys, only five students finally 

agreed to do so. Additional respondents were recruited from the same student-teacher 

cohorts. On receipt of approval from the University Human Research Ethics Committee, an 

email was sent to each of the five intervewees attaching an invitation to be forwarded on to 

any students with whom they were still in touch and who may be interested in completing the 

interview process. A futher six students agreed to participate, thus eleven recent graduates 

from teacher education programs were interviewed by telephone regarding their views of 

personal preparedness and ability to teach early literacy skills. This sample size meets the 

recommendation of 8-15 interviewees needed for qualitative research (Hill et al., 2005). Two 
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interviewees were male and nine were female. No data were collected regarding the age of 

the participants. Three interviewees had completed a Bachelor of Learning Management 

(Primary), three had completed a Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of Education, and three had 

completed a Bachelor of Education, Primary. One interviewee had completed a Bachelor of 

Education (Prep-Year 12) and one had completed a Bachelor of Primary (Hons). Five 

interviewees attended tertiary institutions in New South Wales, four attended tertiary 

institutions in Queensland, one had attended a university in Victoria and one had attended a 

university in Tasmania. Eight interviewees studied on campus and three had completed their 

degree by distance. All interviewees had completed their teacher education course at the time 

of interview. Seven of the graduates were employed in their first year of teaching and the 

remaining four were looking for employment. In order to maintain interviewee 

confidentiality, each of the eleven interviewees was given an identifying code (ID01-ID11). 

Materials 

A semi-structured interview protocol was developed based on a sample provided by the 

National Center for Postsecondary Improvement (2003) (see Appendix). Questions were 

organised into four sections. First, demographic information was collected (state, degree, 

employment). Second, open-ended introductory questions explored the interviewees’ 

experiences in relevant early literacy units and practicum. Next, interviewees responded to 

three questions related to their preparedness to teach beginning reading and perceived ability 

to teach phonological awareness skills and phonics skills to Kindergarten-Year 2 students. 

Interviewees were asked to rate their preparedness as ‘not prepared at all’ to ‘very well 

prepared’, and their ability as ‘no experience, no ability, minimal ability, proficient, and 

expert’. After giving their ratings interviewees also responded to additional open-ended probe 

questions designed to explore their actual knowledge of early reading instruction (subject 

content knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge and curricular knowledge). These probe 
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questions included asking interviewees to provide their own definitions of phonological 

awareness and phonics and to describe how they would structure a beginning reading 

program. Finally, a general, open-ended question was asked relating to the content of literacy 

units completed. The interview protocol was trialled face-to-face with a preservice, final-year 

student who was completing a final practicum, and a beginning teacher, at a state school in 

New South Wales. As these data were not being used in the research, the use of face-to-face 

trials made it easier to gauge reactions to the questions for the purpose of fine tuning. One 

important change was made to the interview schedule: the addition of prompt questions 

designed to assist interviewees to be more focused in their answers. Telephone interviews, as 

opposed to face-to-face interviews, were used for the data collection phase as interviewees 

were located across Australia. 

Procedures 

Information about the interview process, a copy of the interview outline, an invitation to 

participate and a consent form, assuring confidentiality, were sent to the final eleven newly-

graduated teachers. Once formal consent was obtained, the telephone interviews took place 

on a date and time nominated by each participant and were carried out by the first author. The 

interviews took between 25 and 54 minutes to complete and were audio recorded. All 

interviews and transcription of the recordings were completed by the first author. In order to 

preserve confidentiality, each interviewee was identified by a number rather than by name. A 

transcription was sent to each interviewee for validation (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Only one 

respondent required changes - the removal of some names of individuals and some school 

names. 

Interview Data Analysis 

Interviewees were asked to give a 1-5 rating in response to both preparedness and ability 

questions. Descriptive information was also given for each of the numerical ratings. 
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Using a consensual qualitative research approach in which "emphasis [is] on consensus 

among judges to construct findings and the use of words rather than numbers to reflect 

meaning in the data” (Hill et al., 2005), the data were analysed using a simplified version of 

the procedure described by Lofgren (2013). This process had a number of steps. In step one 

the first and second authors read through a set of three interview transcriptions, chosen at 

random, and identified and highlighted relevant units of information (words, phrases or 

sentences). Following this, the first and second authors developed a set of preliminary 

category headings in order to sort and group the units of information. A discussion followed 

in order to compare category headings, resolve any disagreements, and to establish an initial 

set of categories. Next, using the category headings, the first and second authors coded the 

remaining interviews by consensus. During this process, the categories were reviewed and 

revised through discussion between the first two authors to ensure trustworthiness of the 

analysis. For example, very similar content was combined, some categories were separated 

into multiple headings in order to better represent data, and new categories were created in 

order to include unexpected information. The final list of categories and codes is provided in 

Table 1. 

Table 1 near here 

The coded data were then collated by category across all transcriptions by the first 

author. The first and second authors used the collated data and worked together to link the 

categories to the research questions. Data from category 1 relates to the first research 

question, and categories 2, 3, 4, and 5 relate to the third research question. The first and third 

authors then collated comments concerning knowledge of the content of early reading for 

each interviewee, using the categories beginning reading, phonological awareness, and 

phonics. An overall rating of ‘inadequate’ or ‘adequate’ was assigned to each respondent’s 

early reading knowledge. Knowledge was assessed based on information and descriptions of 
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practices provided by the participants regarding phonemic awareness and phonics concepts 

and teaching practices and strategies related to teaching beginning reading. A rating of 

adequate knowledge required that the participant could accurately describe phonemic 

awareness, phonics, and aspects of early reading instruction. Inadequate knowledge was 

indicated by a failure to provide accurate descriptions or by the participant indicating that 

they did not know or had forgotten. Detailed criteria are listed in Table 2. 

Table 2 near here 

Finally, the data were analysed in two different ways: a) internal consistency within 

individual interviews between recently graduated teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness 

to teach beginning reading and their early reading knowledge (see Table 3); and b) an 

analysis of the responses given by the group of interviewees to check for similarity of 

statements and for contrary cases (Burnard et al., 2008). The iterative and constant-

comparison nature of this procedure is seen to contribute to the reliability of the data analysis. 

Table 3 near here 

Results 

What are recently graduated teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness and ability to 

teach early reading, particularly phonological and phonics skills? 

Two participants (ID02 and ID05) rated themselves as well prepared or proficient to 

teach early reading, two (ID04 and ID09) rated themselves as somewhat prepared and seven 

believed they were not well prepared. Both of the interviewees who self-rated as proficient to 

teach early reading demonstrated inadequate knowledge for both phonological awareness and 

phonics. One of the two respondents who self-rated as somewhat prepared to teach beginning 

reading, also self-rated herself as being not well prepared to teach either phonological 

awareness or phonics and demonstrated inadequate knowledge. The other interviewee, 

however, self-rated as having average phonics knowledge, but was, in fact, the only 



13 
 

interviewee to demonstrate adequate knowledge. Of the seven respondents who rated 

themselves as being not well prepared to teach beginning reading, four also rated themselves 

as having minimal ability to teach both phonological awareness and phonics. One of the 

seven rated himself as having limited ability to teach phonological awareness, but just ‘a bit 

below proficient’ for ability to teach phonics, and two rated themselves as being either 

proficient or average to teach both phonological awareness and phonics. All seven of these 

respondents demonstrated inadequate knowledge. 

How do recently graduated teachers view the quality and content of their teacher education 

courses related to teaching literacy? 

An analysis of the responses concerning course content and practicum experiences 

revealed three major areas: favourable comments; gaps in knowledge; and theory-into-

practice issues. 

Favourable comments 

Generally, the favourable comments referred to units, university staff and practicum 

supervising staff, practicum placements and the provision of resources. Comments associated 

with types of units referred to early-childhood, primary, English curriculum and literacy units 

and comments regarding the content of units included reference to phonics, reading 

development, text types, writers’ and readers’ workshops, and primary literacy. One 

interviewee commented on elective linguistic units, rather than core education units (ID02), 

and although a fifth interviewee indicated that she was well prepared to teach beginning 

reading, phonics and phonemic awareness, it was not clear whether she gave credit to her 

preservice literacy units or to her prior knowledge (ID05). Two interviewees made favourable 

comments about course staff, rather than the course itself, for example, “That was the same – 

first year. The course when [tutor’s name] taught us everything.” (ID06). Similarly, 

practicum supervising staff were favourably described: “… my mentor was absolutely 
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amazing. She went beyond her means to make sure that I was getting the support I needed.” 

(ID11). Favourable comments about practicum placements were made by three interviewees, 

for example, “And it was K-6. That was brilliant. The dynamics and the programming, I just 

found it amazing.” (ID09). Finally, two interviewees referred to helpful resources provided 

during a unit. Overall, favourable comments covered a wide range of topics, most of which 

specifically targeted individuals, units or resources. 

Gaps in knowledge 

Gaps in interviewees’ knowledge of early reading instruction were determined in four 

ways: by interviewees specifically stating that they had limited knowledge of aspects of  

early literacy instruction; commenting that they would need to access other sources of 

information in order to be able to construct or teach an early reading program; by being 

unable to answer questions regarding specific subject content knowledge; or by giving 

confused or incorrect answers. The cause of these gaps in knowledge may be due to the 

inability of the interviewees to recall information, “… the beginning primary English 

course wasn't very practical. There was a lot of theory, but not a lot of practice, and so I 

don't really remember a lot of what we learnt on the theory side of things (ID10)”, or 

because certain topics were not included, or covered in depth, in preservice literacy 

units. 

Comments concerning pedagogical knowledge demonstrated preservice teachers’ 

concern for the implementation of early reading instruction, suggesting that preservice 

teachers may not have an integrated overview of early reading instruction, for example: “… 

how do you start with a child and where do you start …” (ID06), and [beginning reading] “I 

would not know where to start.” (ID10). These comments demonstrate deficits in 

instructional planning knowledge including the inability to program for early literacy 
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instruction: “So, I've got all the stuff there, but I don't have how you'd set your program up, 

and that's the thing that I thought was really missing” (ID07). 

Forgotten content. Many of the participants acknowledged that subject-specific information 

had been included in their preservice preparation, but that it had been forgotten or was 

difficult to recall. Interviewee comments included [phonemic awareness] “I’d probably have 

to go and look it up again. I did it four years ago, so it’s a long time, but, yes, I could 

probably look it up and it would probably return to me pretty quickly.” (ID01); [phonological 

awareness] “Oh, that’s going back to the last trimester … and I’m just trying to remember the 

distinction!” (ID02); “I remember we were introduced to both of those terms [phonological 

awareness and phonemic awareness] in the first course. I can’t remember the difference.” 

(ID09). 

Theory into practice 

Practicum placements. As shown in Table 4, interviewees had completed a range of 

practicum placements, but five interviewees had not completed any early years’ placements 

at all. One interviewee was concerned with her limited practicum placements and arranged 

some volunteer sessions in order to experience a wider range of grade placements, “So we 

didn’t get the young kids at all. I actually went in and volunteered in a few younger grades … 

so I could see a little bit of the teaching, but it was only … three or four sessions that I went 

into the classroom.” (ID06). 

Table 4 near here 

Two other issues regarding practicums were also reported by preservice teachers. First, 

students were required to do most of the teaching during a practicum experience resulting in 

little time being available to observe experienced teachers in action, for example, “I didn't 

really see anyone do anything ... most of my pracs just expected me to do the teaching.” 

(ID01). Second, inadequate supervision by the classroom teacher. For instance, one 
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interviewee stated that she was placed with a supervising teacher who was known to be 

incompetent. The reason given to her for this placement was that, as she was a mature-aged 

student, she would be able to cope better than any of the younger preservice teachers (ID06), 

Another student stated,  “The poor little year ones were doing lots of worksheets and a lot of 

the time I was taking the class so that she could write reports. It wasn't the best experience … 

I think that was a kind of a missed opportunity.” (ID04). 

The issue of subject content knowledge was also mentioned in relation to practicum 

placements: “Yeah. But I have learnt more in prac, because some of the schools I’ve been at 

have been using the THRASS [Teaching Handwriting, Reading and Spelling Skills]” (ID11). 

In addition, comments concerning the practical aspects of teaching included: “There was a 

couple, last year, in one of the subjects, but I've picked up most of them from actually going 

out on prac.” (ID02); “Teaching skills came from practicums.” (ID08); “I learnt so much 

because I had a ten week prac at (name of school) in my final year – it was full time – and I 

did pretty much the full time teaching load as well for that whole ten weeks. I learnt more in 

that ten weeks than I reckon I did over the last three years.” (ID11). 

Course content. In two cases, interviewees stated that course content did not appear to be 

linked to the practicalities of teaching literacy in the early grades “... hard to know how to 

teach all these early literacy skills. I did lots of literacy group activities with the kids, which 

was really good, but I felt that I was missing some of the ideas behind why we were doing 

them.” (ID02). Five of the interviewees commented that they had content knowledge, but did 

not know how they would teach that content, for example, “syllables, breaking words into 

syllables ... Yes, I do know about it, but I don’t know how I would teach it.” (ID08). A 

number of interviewees also commented on the need to construct their own knowledge: “they 

didn’t tell us how to do it. They told us to go away and learn how to do it. And read it and 

make up our own minds.” (ID01); [phonological awareness, syllables, onset and rime, 
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rhyming activities and phonemic awareness] “I can tell you that they gave us the definitions 

for all of them, because we were told to learn the definitions for the test, but we did not see 

how they worked.” (ID10). 

Other sources of information concerning reading instruction. Interviewees’ acknowledged 

lack of content and practical pedagogical knowledge resulted in many of them resorting to 

generic sources of information, such as websites and family members, in order to supplement 

their meagre teaching repertoire. One interviewee referred to prior working experience, “I 

was a teacher assistant in a 2/3/4 class.” (ID05). Use of the internet was mentioned, “… going 

on the net and seeing what else is there” (ID07) and “I learnt about that on Teachers Pay 

Teachers. It’s a resource website, where you can buy resources that have been premade, and 

you can just print them out.” (ID10). Friends, family and colleagues were sources for others: 

“I'm lucky I have a good mentor. She's been explaining everything so well” (ID10) and “But 

early literacy, there's a lot out there, and there's some really great teachers in my school in 

particular, that I can talk to.” (ID04). One interviewee reported looking at the content of her 

own children’s teaching “Ah. I know about that from my kids' school.” (ID07). Only two of 

the alternative sources were related to formal teacher education. One interviewee had 

completed electives, “And then I've also done four linguistic electives as well, because I 

didn't feel quite ready.” (ID02) and one referred to textbooks, “And then I've got a couple of 

books, that I'll go, OK. What am I going to do here, and go back to the books” (ID07). 

How well do recently graduated teachers’ perceptions of preparedness and ability to teach 

early reading match their stated knowledge and skills? 

Ten of the eleven interviewees were rated as having inadequate subject content 

knowledge. Indeed, many interviewees acknowledged that they had gaps in subject-specific 

and/or pedagogical knowledge. Examples of subject-specific comments included: a) 

beginning reading, “No, I need to know how this is done. And that was one of the main 
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reasons why I went that one step further [to do four linguistics units]. And I think I still don’t 

know how to do it.” (ID09); b) phonological awareness, “I’m not too sure what it means. I’m 

not confident. … I’m thinking about sounds.” (ID08); and c) phonics, “We didn't actually ... 

and this is where I'm struggling at the moment ... cover them with actually all of the letters, it 

was just this is what a digraph is, not here are the digraphs.” (ID10). Such comments suggest 

that these preservice teachers may not have mastered the essential foundational skills of early 

reading instruction. 

Discussion 

What are recently graduated teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness and ability to 

teach early reading, particularly phonological and phonics skills and how well do recently 

graduated teachers’ perceptions of preparedness and ability to teach early reading match 

their stated knowledge and skills? 

Only three of the eleven interviewees rated themselves as being prepared to teach 

beginning reading. Many interviewees acknowledged that their subject-specific knowledge, 

including phonological awareness and phonics, was superficial and that they had concerns 

about their ability to program for, and implement, early reading instruction. Similar results 

were reported in an Australian study (Meehan & Hammond, 2006) in which preservice 

teachers reported that they believed phonological awareness and phonics were important 

components of literacy instruction, but only seven per cent of participants stated that they felt 

well prepared to teach reading and spelling. 

If, as asserted by Rowe, reading is the key to literacy competence (2005) and phonemic 

awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary and comprehension are the main elements of literacy 

(NICHHD, 2000), then it is concerning that ten out of the eleven interviewees had limited 

knowledge regarding the components of early literacy instruction as evidenced by research. 
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Similar findings have been reported by Mahar and Richdale (2008), Mather et al. (2001), and 

Stark et al. (2015). In particular, a number of interviewees demonstrated confusion with the 

meaning of various literacy terms, such as phonics, phonology, phonetics, phoneme and 

phonological awareness, and used them interchangeably. These findings are similar to those 

reported by Mather et al. (2001). Even more troubling was that two of the interviewees were 

unaware of their limited competence, as their actual knowledge did not match their 

perceptions of being proficient in their ability to teach beginning reading. This concept of not 

knowing what one does not know in relation to early reading instruction has also been 

reported by Bostock and Boon (2012), Cunningham, et al. (2004), Leader-Janssen and 

Rankin-Erickson (2013), and Stark et al. (2015). 

A number of inconsistencies within individual responses give rise to a fundamental 

question: How is it possible for these newly graduated teachers to demonstrate inadequate 

knowledge of phonological awareness and phonics, but consider themselves well, or 

somewhat, prepared to teach beginning reading? One answer may be that perceptions of 

being prepared are a consequence of the content of university subjects. If emphasis on the 

explicit teaching of phonological awareness and phonics, and content related to these areas, is 

limited in their courses, newly graduated teachers may not perceive the importance of these 

basic skills. 

How do recently graduated teachers view the quality and content of their teacher education 

courses related to teaching literacy? 

Interviewees made a number of favourable comments about their teacher education 

courses in relation to teaching literacy. Some comments related to the units they had 

completed and some were directed at a particularly outstanding tutor or lecturer. It is 

important to note, however, that positive comments made about the content of units often 

included reference to elective linguistic units. 
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Most comments related to perceived gaps in interviewees’ content knowledge and to 

difficulties with putting theory into practice. Gaps in content knowledge for the teaching of 

beginning reading may be considered in two ways. Some interviewees acknowledged that 

they had completed units that included instruction in phonics and phonemic awareness, but 

due to the fact that the unit was presented in the first year of their course, and not revisited or 

reviewed again in any subsequent units, that they had forgotten the content. Other 

interviewees considered that the coverage of these subjects had been superficial and lacked 

in-depth coverage. Related to this lack of knowledge is that, when they reported using other 

sources of information to inform their teaching practice, no references were made to 

university notes, research articles or academic libraries. Similar results were reported by 

Landrum et al. (2002). They reported that teachers preferred to use information provided by 

colleagues, workshops and in-service programs rather than professional teaching journals. An 

important issue here is that many of these alternative sources may not have a quality control 

mechanism, suggesting that if teachers are using these sources it is important that they should 

have the knowledge to determine good from poor practice. 

Putting theory into practice is the ultimate goal in teacher education. The relationship 

between the content of subject-specific units and practicum experiences provides the basis for 

this connection. Many interviewees expressed concern with issues of putting theory into 

practice. Some comments were focused on course content and some on practicum 

placements. One of the major problems noted by interviewees was the lack of instruction 

provided in tutorials on how to explicitly teach a given concept, such as syllables. Louden 

and Rohl (2006) reported similar findings with 43% of the primary beginning teachers in 

their study indicating that they needed more practical ideas and strategies to be included in 

their preservice literacy courses. When this situation is considered in conjunction with 

statements indicating that course content did not appear to be linked to the practicalities of 
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teaching literacy in the early grades, the question of the quality and type of practicum 

placements needs to be considered. Particular attention needs to be paid to the selection, 

recruitment and vetting of the teachers who supervise and support student teachers during 

their practicum experiences. 

If preservice teacher education involves the acquisition of content specific knowledge as 

well as the use of this knowledge base in designing and implementing instructional programs 

(Van den Hurk, Houtveen, & Van de Grift, 2017), then practicum experiences play an 

important role in linking theory and practice. Interviewees made a number of favourable 

comments about their practicum placements relating to the quality of the supervising teacher, 

the feedback received and the range of grade placements experienced. Other interviewees, 

however, reported a number of issues with practicum placements. These included poor 

support and feedback from the supervising teacher, no placements in early grade classrooms, 

the expectation that the preservice teacher would do all of the teaching and an insufficient 

number of opportunities to observe experienced teachers giving instruction in reading. 

Similar results were reported in the Australian Teaching Reading report (Rowe, 2005), which 

suggested that some preservice teachers could graduate without ever experiencing the 

teaching of beginning reading in an early years’ classroom. When poor or inadequate 

practicum experiences are combined with limited subject-specific content and pedagogical 

knowledge for the teaching of early reading skills, the consequences may well include a 

cohort of stressed and ill-prepared teachers in early grade classrooms and the prospect of 

many students becoming ‘instructional casualties’. 

In the best of all possible worlds, the content of early literacy units would be research-

based, sequenced and practical. The literacy units would enable novice teachers to provide 

instruction to all students, including those who struggle to learn, and would focus on topics and 

concepts that match the needs of preservice teachers and novice teachers (Kosnik & Beck, 

2008). Furthermore, the content of literacy units would be directly linked to corresponding 
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practicum placements, with all students completing a practicum in early years classrooms and 

the supervising teachers would be experts in teaching early reading. 

Limitations  

Although the number of interviewees included in this study satisfies the recommendation 

of 8-15 participants needed for qualitative research and come from different states and 

universities, caution is required when generalising these findings to other groups of beginning 

teachers. As the majority of previous studies into the teaching of reading by beginning 

teachers were based on numerical data (quantitative), caution must be observed when 

comparing the results of this qualitative study to those previous quantitative studies. 

In addition, a disadvantage related to the use of telephone interviews to collect information 

regarding teacher knowledge of language structure and of reading instruction is that the 

interviewer is usually unaware of whether the interviewees have access to university notes 

and handouts during the interview. However, given the paucity of content and pedagogical 

knowledge demonstrated by the interviewees, it is likely that this is not of great concern. 

Future research  

Future research could include a replication of the interview process with a larger number 

of participants; a review of the content and organisation of literacy courses offered in 

Australian tertiary institutions; and classroom observations of teachers in order to determine 

the content of their literacy programs and their pedagogical practices. 

Implications 

Perhaps the best-practice methods recommended to our classroom teachers to teach their 

students are exactly the same methods that should be used by teacher educators to instruct 

their preservice teachers. This would include explicit instruction in phonemic awareness, 

phonics, fluency, vocabulary and comprehension, as recommended by the National Reading 

Panel (NICHHD, 2000), and linked to explicit instruction in evidence-based pedagogical 
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practice. The findings from the scientific research on early literacy are quite clear about what 

should be included in preservice units, but there is less information available on how this 

information should be presented to trainee teachers, often resulting in a research-into-practice 

divide. The provision of direct and systematic instruction in subject-specific content and 

pedagogical practice, linked to practical implementation on campus and in classrooms 

through the observation of expert practitioners (modelling), guided practice and constructive 

feedback, using a ‘gradual release of responsibility’ model may well give novice teachers the 

knowledge and order they need. 

Conclusion 

Preservice teachers need to be given explicit and systematic instruction in the 

foundational skills necessary for beginning reading instruction and allocated practicum 

placements with expert and competent teachers who would be given extra time on a 

daily basis to guide, model and support preservice teachers. The recently graduated 

teachers who took part in these interviews demonstrated a highly variable range of 

knowledge and ability for the teaching of early reading skills. Two interviewees 

considered themselves to be well prepared and able to teach beginning reading but were 

unaware of the mismatch between these perceptions and the reality of their poor 

subject-specific content knowledge. Many of the interviewees, however, were well 

aware of the gaps in their knowledge and indicated that, should they be employed to 

teach an early grade class, they would need to locate extra sources of information in 

order to program and prepare for reading instruction. These findings have serious 

implications for the quality of student learning in early years classrooms and for those 

students who struggle to learn. 
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Appendix 

Semi-structured Interview 

Introduction Questions 

1. Tell me about the early literacy courses that you completed during your training. 

Probe: 'Can you give me an example of that?' 

2. Tell me about your practicum experiences of teaching early literacy. 

Probe: 'Can you give me an example of that?' 

Elaboration of Survey Questions 

1. Preparedness: How well prepared do you feel to teach beginning reading? 

(not prepared at all, somewhat prepared, prepared, well prepared, very well prepared, 

unsure) 

Elaboration: How would you structure a beginning reading program for a Kindergarten 

class? 

Prompts: 

1.  What would be the main teaching concepts? 

2.  How would you organise your students? 

3.  Give some examples of the group activities you might use. 

4.  How would you program for reading? 

5.  What resources might you use? 

2. Ability: How would you rate your ability to instruct Kindergarten-Year 2 students on 

phonological awareness? 

(no experience, no ability, minimal ability, proficient, expert) 

Elaboration: Give me a definition of what you understand phonological awareness to be. 

Prompt: 

What would be the main teaching concepts? 
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3. Ability: How would you rate your ability to instruct Kindergarten-Year 2 students on all 

aspects of phonics, including consonant blends, digraphs, etc.? 

(no experience, no ability, minimal ability, proficient, expert) 

Elaboration: Give me an overview of what you understand by the term ‘phonics’. 

Prompt: 

What would be the main teaching concepts? 
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Table 1 
Data analysis categories and codes 
 

Categories 

 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
 Early reading 

content skills 
 Comments 

on course 
 Other sources 

of information 
concerning 
reading 

 Gaps in 
knowledge 
concerning early 
literacy 

 Problems with 
teacher  
preparation 

 General (any 
reference to 
classroom 
experience) 

  Personal 
information 

Codes 

a. 
a.a 
a.b 
 
a.c 
 
b. 
 
c. 

Approaches: 
code-based 
meaning- 
based 
balanced 

 
Preparedness 
 
Knowledge 

a. 
 
b. 

Course  
 
Practicum 

a. 
 
 
b. 
 
 
 
c. 
 
 
d. 
 
e. 
 
f. 
 
g. 
 
h. 

Text 
books/books 
 
Other 
university 
courses 
 
Prior working 
experience 
 
School/mentor 
 
Colleagues 
  
Internet 
 
Friends 
 
Uni notes 
 

a. 
 
 
 
b. 
 
 
 
 
 
c. 
 
 
 
d. 

Reading 
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Table 2   

Criteria used to determine adequate and inadequate ratings of interviewees’ knowledge of the content of early reading 

Adequate 
Rating 

1. Consistent correct inclusion of both phonemic awareness and phonics research-
based practices (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 
(NICHHD), 2000)  
and/or 

2. Correct reference to the underlying content of research-based practices, for 
example, blending, phoneme counting, digraphs, syllables, and the alphabetic 
principle  
 

Inadequate 
Rating 

1. Failure to mention research-based practices 
2. Incorrect definition of practices 
3. Mention of practices that did not have a research base 
4. Responses that indicated an interviewee did not know anything about the subject 

content 
5. Indications that interviewees could not recall subject matter 
6. Responses that demonstrated confusion 
7. Interviewee admissions of having forgotten content taught in university courses 
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Table 3 
Recently graduated teachers’ preparedness and knowledge ratings for beginning reading, phonological awareness and K-2 phonics 
 

 Preparedness  Actual Knowledge 

ID Beginning 
Reading 

Phonological 
Awareness Phonics Comments and Author Ratings  

02 Well prepared Quite confident Really confident Beginning reading: Probably a mix of sight words and sounds and lots of reading of picture 
books and big books and things like that. 
Phonological awareness: I know that there's a difference between the phonetics and the 
phonology, and I'm just trying to remember the distinction. 
Phonemic awareness: That’s just developing their awareness of all the different sounds. 
Author rating: Inadequate 
 

05 Well prepared 
 

Honological? 
(then talked 
about phonics) 

Quite proficient but not 
expert 
  

Beginning reading: Definitely with phonics and an overall picture. Finding phonics in big 
books that we read, finding letter combinations that make certain sounds, sounding out … 
Phonological awareness: Phonological? Yes. And that is? 
Phonics: … as they get further up, you sort of need to explain it more, rather than ... 
kinder/prep/1, it's more about them just becoming aware. 
Author rating: Inadequate 
 

04 Somewhat prepared 
 

[Phonemic 
awareness] 
I remember we 
talked about 
that. I couldn't 
tell you what it's 
to do with, 
unfortunately. 

Half way between 
minimal and proficient 
 
 

Beginning reading: But early literacy, there's a lot out there, and there's some really great 
teachers in my school in particular, that I can talk to. 
Phonics: So, to start we'd have to look at identifying letter-sound correspondences, or simple 
c-v-c words. Building that up to more complex words, c-v-cc. ... once we've got a small 
collection of sight words and c-v-c words, perhaps even looking at introducing word 
families. Tricky words like 'buy' and 'bought' would probably come towards the end of the 
year. I'd focus on fluency … and that might mean in practice that these students are actually 
reading books that are several levels below where they're at. Rely less on the pictures. 
Author rating: Adequate 
 

09 Prepared  Is that sounds? Phonics? Not really Beginning reading: [How to program?] Right. I don’t think they did. 
Phonological awareness: Phonological … I think, again is it the sounds? 
Are they digraphs? Is that where it comes from? 
Phonemic awareness: Because phonemic awareness, just from the top of my head, is that 
it’s what you listen for. Listen for the sounds. 
Phonics: I think I’d go with the sounds with the ‘a’, as it says /ă/, /ā/ /ar/ and /or/. I guess 
they eventually do get to know all the sounds that the letter makes. 
Author rating: Inadequate 
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03 Not very well prepared  Proficient I reckon I'd be pretty 

good at that.   
Beginning reading: I really need to get my head around early literacy. 
Phonological awareness: ... wouldn't that have been c-v-cs and onset and rime. Threaded 
through that then you would then have the instruction of sounds, letter recognition, how it's 
formed … 
Phonics: Sounds, syllables and blends and ... The phonics program is very complicated. I 
guess that would be digraphs as well, would it? 
[Phonemes, graphemes and morphemes?] OK.  I know the words, but you can see where it is 
starting to fall apart. 
Author rating: Inadequate 
 

01 Somewhat/not prepared  Somewhat  Bit below proficient  Beginning reading: … not much of that I’m going to retain, because it’s not relevant to me 
at the moment. 
Phonemic awareness: I could probably look it up and it would probably return to me pretty 
quickly. 
Phonics: I would probably go and watch some videos, or, you know, a grammar film that 
says, 'Hey, you teach like this!' 
Main teaching concepts for phonics? 
I would think they would need to be blends.  I think there would be ... probably go into 
syllables.  I would probably think about what things look like, so it would be visual. 
Author rating: Inadequate 
 

07 Somewhat/not prepared  Prepared Prepared Beginning reading: I've got kind of an understanding what needs to be done … 
Phonological awareness: We went from sentence structure to syllables and ... so the whole 
sort of thing of what to do. 
Phonemic awareness: We got a great folder. 
Phonics: I'd have to go away and do it all by myself going back to all of my books, rather 
than going "Yep. I've got my little program that I know this is how you teach it and I know I 
can go on and teach it.” 
Author rating: Inadequate 
 

08 Not very well prepared. A 3 perhaps. I'm 
not very 
confident. 

I am learning most of it 
on the job. 

Beginning reading: So when it came to having placements, I would think, “I hope I don’t 
have grade Prep to 1, because I don’t know what to do.” 
Phonological awareness: I’m not too sure what it means. 
Phonemic awareness: It’s not in-depth at all. Just barely scraping the surface. 
Phonics: That was in our first year and we just did one course on that. We had to develop a 
book ourselves, using all the different ways to spell, and going through all the strategies that 
you teach children. 
Author rating: Inadequate 
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06 I'd be terrified. First year course First year course - can't 

remember 
Beginning reading: So I couldn’t just walk in like that and teach it, no. 
Phonological awareness: It was a shame that it was in the first year, and we did not touch it 
again in the four years. 
Phonics: I can’t remember. 
Author rating: Inadequate 
 

10 Low 
 

I get confused 
[with phonemic 
awareness] 

No. not to help me 
teach ... 

Beginning reading: So we learnt what it was, but we didn't learn how to teach it. 
Phonological awareness: Is that the sounds that they hear? I always get confused. 
Phonics: We got given a game that was already made, and we just played with it. It was 
rhyming words and you had to move a little thing until they got to the end. 
Author rating: Inadequate 
 

11 I just had no idea How words are 
put together or 
broken apart 

I can't remember Beginning reading:  
… after starting my first year this year. I was setting up reading groups and I was absolutely 
lost, I had no idea where to start. 
Phonological awareness: I know something about spelling or reading, like how words are 
put together or broken apart or … 
Phonemic awareness: One subject was heavily around phonemic awareness, or about the 
four, four?, different types. 
Phonics: I really can’t remember too much of what we actually did in it relation to phonics. 
Author rating: Inadequate 
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Table 4 
Range and number of practicum placements 
 

Practicum placements 
(N = 24) 

ID K-6 Early Stage 1 
(Kindergarten) 

Stage 1 
(Years 1/2) 

Stage 2 
(Years 3/4) 

Stage 3 
(Years 5/6/7*) 

High 
School 

 (n = 1) (n = 2) (n = 5) (n = 7) (n = 9) (n = 1) 
01       
02       
03       
04       
05       
06       
07       
08       
09       
10       
11       
       
Totals 1 2 5 6 9 1 

Notes: Empty cells indicate that the heading is not applicable. *year 6 in NSW is equivalent to year 7 in 
Queensland. 
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