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When approached to write this article on why, as a member of Connecticut’s Reading Test Review Panel, I voted in favor of the new teacher licensure test in reading, I had mixed feelings.  Probably like most readers of this commentary, I had a full plate already.  Taking on another writing project – one with the potential to skyrocket my unpopularity – was not initially enticing.  However, I have spent the last 10 years researching Connecticut teachers’ knowledge base for teaching reading, as well as many more years working with both general and special educators in undergraduate and graduate teacher preparation.  In addition, I have participated in numerous state initiatives involving reading, including serving as the primary writer of Connecticut’s Blueprint for Reading Achievement and as a co-writer of Beyond the Blueprint.  Based on these experiences, I believe I can offer a useful perspective on the issue of teacher testing in reading.  I also read Margaret Lally Queenan’s (2008) article explaining why she voted against the test, and although I disagree with her conclusions, I found her article a very thoughtful one that raised legitimate points.  Most of all, I appreciate the opportunity to participate in a constructive dialogue and to reach an important audience of educators in Connecticut.  So, here goes.
Background on the New Connecticut Test
The Reading Test Review Panel considered two proposed licensure tests in reading, to be required of Connecticut teacher candidates seeking certifications in early childhood or K-6 elementary education, beginning on or after July 1st, 2009.  Educational Testing Service (ETS) publishes one test, and the Evaluation Systems group of Pearson (ESP) the other.  I strongly preferred the Pearson test, which is modeled after the Massachusetts Foundations of Reading Test.  Like Queenan (2008), I found some of the answer choices on the ETS test too obvious.  In addition, I thought the ETS test had a bias against explicit instruction.  Answer choices involving constructivist, experiential instructional approaches were usually the right answer; those involving explicit teaching, especially of a basic skill like knowledge of letter sounds, were inevitably the wrong answer. Test takers who discerned this bias, which in my view was not subtle, could answer many items correctly without having any actual knowledge about reading.  The Pearson test was a much more straightforward assessment of teacher knowledge about key reading-related abilities, and about how to develop them, from early childhood to grade six.  The latter test focused on basic but not trivial knowledge.  Assuming that the passing score on the Connecticut test is set high enough to be meaningful, it will be a challenging one for most teacher candidates.  This is not to say that I like every single test item, but as an assessment of teachers’ knowledge about reading, overall the Pearson test is far better than either the ETS test reviewed by the panel or the other tests currently required for teacher certification.  (For further information about the new test to be used in Connecticut, see http://www.ct.nesinc.com/). 
The development of the Pearson test clearly was influenced by the National Reading Panel (NRP, 2000) findings, which emphasized five well-documented components of children’s reading acquisition: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and oral/reading comprehension.  (The term “component” generally refers to an ability that can make an independent contribution to reading comprehension, although the various components also interact with each other.)  The NRP conducted a systematic, evidence-based review of the scientific research literature on the most effective ways to teach these reading abilities to children.  For example, two very well supported NRP findings are that explicit, systematic instruction in phonemic awareness and phonics benefits beginning and struggling readers, and that instruction in certain comprehension strategies (e.g., summarization, question generation, use of graphic organizers) improves comprehension.  The Pearson test taps research-based practical knowledge about these areas, not knowledge of research findings in isolation.  For instance, the practice test on the Connecticut web site contains many multiple-choice items requiring knowledge about appropriate instructional strategies, such as #58:

As a second-grade teacher reads his students a fable about a fox and a rabbit, he stops at key points and asks himself questions aloud such as, "I wonder why the fox said that?" or "I wonder what the rabbit will do next?" Rather than answering the questions, he tells the students that he will hold the questions in his mind and think of possible answers as the story progresses. He also invites the students to pose their own questions as they listen. This activity is useful in illustrating for students that:

A. texts generally have only one correct interpretation.

B. oral reading fluency facilitates comprehension.

C. readers interact with text and construct meaning as they read.

D. readers need to recall story events in a sequential order.
The correct answer is C.  The item taps basic knowledge about comprehension as a process of active meaning construction, as well as about the value of teacher modeling in teaching question generation, a well-supported strategy for improving comprehension (e.g., NRP, 2000).

Numerous other test items involve selection or interpretation of assessments, such as #64:

A second-grade teacher notices that one of her students lacks fluency when reading aloud. The first thing the teacher should do in order to help this student is assess whether the student also has difficulties with:

A. predicting.

B. inferring.

C. metacognition.

D. decoding.
Here the correct answer is D.  Research demonstrates that accurate decoding is necessary, though not sufficient, for reading fluency (e.g., NRP, 2000).  Knowledge about the relationship between decoding accuracy and fluency has significant implications for intervention; for example, if a child’s fluency problem involves inaccurate decoding, then without appropriate phonics intervention, fluency-building activities are unlikely to be effective.  

Why Prospective Teachers Need the Knowledge Tapped by the New Test

The core findings of the NRP are highly consistent with those of other national panels (e.g., National Research Council, 1998), the state Early Reading Success Panel (whose conclusions were reported in Connecticut’s Blueprint), and other major research syntheses (e.g., Stanovich, 2000).  These conclusions represent declarative knowledge for the field of reading, not opinion or philosophical beliefs.  Furthermore, for prospective teachers of reading, this is fundamental knowledge, roughly akin to prospective physicians’ understanding of the major organ systems of the human body, their function, and their interaction. There are certainly many issues on the “cutting edge” of science about which reading researchers disagree, and where evidence is conflicting, limited, or absent.  However, the primary conclusions of the NRP are not a matter of dispute in the scientific community, any more than are the conclusions that the pancreas produces insulin or that smoking damages the lungs.  Most criticisms of the NRP report (e.g., Pressley, 2002) involve omissions of potentially important topics, such as those mentioned by Queenan (2008), not disagreements with the basic conclusions of the panel.  (See Shanahan, 2004, for an insightful discussion of these criticisms.)   
The knowledge tapped by the new certification test is necessary for teacher candidates to meet Connecticut’s standards for teachers, which include the teacher competencies from Connecticut’s Blueprint and Beyond the Blueprint, as well as recent draft competencies for preservice teacher preparation programs discussed at two higher education colloquia this fall.  The new preservice teacher competencies include items such as “…Teach … using evidence-based principles of instructional design and delivery to meet … diverse learning needs” and “provide targeted supplemental … intervention to students who don’t respond to primary instruction alone.” To provide targeted interventions in the area of reading, teachers must understand how to interpret children’s reading comprehension difficulties in relation to different components of reading.  For instance, two struggling readers might obtain the same low score on a reading comprehension test, but if one child’s poor comprehension is associated mainly with poor decoding skills, and the other child’s mainly involves limitations in vocabulary knowledge, then the interventions for each child must differ accordingly.  Likewise, Connecticut’s Blueprint contains teacher competencies for knowledge about reading development and about how to teach effectively a range of essential reading abilities, including all of the components of reading identified by the NRP.  

 Connecticut’s test places approximately equal emphasis on the areas of phonemic awareness and phonics, on the one hand, and vocabulary and comprehension, on the other.  As the ultimate goal of reading instruction, comprehension is a crucial area, and vocabulary knowledge strongly influences comprehension (Nagy & Scott, 2004).  There are good reasons, however, to include substantial content in the areas of phonemic awareness and phonics.  First, the test is for teachers seeking certifications in early childhood and the elementary grades, precisely the years when most children are developing the phonemic awareness and phonics skills that are vital underpinnings for reading comprehension.  These skills also are a foundation for motivation and enjoyment of reading; for example, in a follow-up of children originally studied in first grade, Cunningham and Stanovich (1997) found that one of the best predictors of avid reading in eleventh grade was early success in acquiring basic reading skills.  
Furthermore, studies on different profiles of reading difficulty suggest that problems developing decoding (i.e., phonics) skills, which are often associated with poor phonemic awareness, are by far the most common pattern of reading difficulty in the early grades.  (Problems based solely in comprehension become much more common beyond grade four, although the incidence of decoding difficulties is significant even at upper grade levels.)  For instance, Leach, Scarborough, and Rescorla (2003) found that 94% of children identified as struggling readers prior to grade four had problems with decoding; and a study that I published of fourth-graders who failed to meet the state goal on the Connecticut Mastery Test in reading (Spear-Swerling, 2004a) identified decoding problems as the most common pattern of reading difficulty.  (See Spear-Swerling, 2004b, in press, for more lengthy discussions of profiles of reading difficulty and their implications for intervention.)  To pay more than lip service to meeting “diverse learning needs” in reading, prospective teachers must have substantial knowledge about phonemic awareness and phonics.  This knowledge also is necessary for educators to implement recent state policies such as the Scientific Research-based Interventions (SRBI) initiative (Connecticut State Department of Education, 2008) and the Connecticut Accountability for Learning initiative (CALI).  
Research on the Knowledge Base of Connecticut Teachers

Do most Connecticut teachers currently enter the profession with this kind of knowledge?  New teachers certainly may have valuable knowledge and competencies in many areas.  However, several studies cast serious doubt on their knowledge of component reading abilities, reading development, and English word structure, the last of which is relevant to effective instruction in decoding, structural analysis, vocabulary, and spelling.  These investigations also suggest that teachers do not acquire this knowledge from experience alone.  In one study (Spear-Swerling, Brucker, & Alfano, 2005), my colleagues and I classified teachers according to their background for teaching reading. High-background teachers were credentialed elementary or special educators (many dually credentialed) with an average of 7.5 years of teaching experience and 5 courses involving reading or language arts methods; middle-background teachers had roughly 3 years of teaching experience and 3 courses; low-background teachers had little or no course preparation or experience for teaching reading.  We asked teachers to complete a variety of tasks that assessed their knowledge about abilities central to reading development and about word structure.  
The findings were disturbing.  Only 9% of high-background and 4% of middle-background teachers could explain what phonemic awareness is (e.g., awareness of and the ability to manipulate sounds in spoken words) and why it is important (e.g., because it is a foundation for learning to decode printed words).  Many teachers erroneously believed phonemic awareness to be synonymous with knowledge of letter sounds.  Although 75% of high-background teachers could explain what reading fluency is (e.g., the ability to read text accurately and effortlessly/quickly/with appropriate expression) and why it is important (e.g., because poor fluency tends to impair reading comprehension), only about 60% of middle-background teachers could do so.  Many would not have answered correctly the previous question from the new reading test (#64), because they did not appear to understand decoding accuracy, fluency, and comprehension as separate abilities, let alone understand their interaction; for instance, some educators defined fluency as “reading with good comprehension.”  Most teachers also had considerable difficulty with tasks tapping knowledge of English word structure, including recognizing irregular words such as what and pretty and specifying morphemes in words (e.g., unthinkable has 3 morphemes, un, think, and able).  
Other studies involving Connecticut teachers (Brady et al., in press; Cheesman, McGuire, Shankweiler, & Coyne, in press) have documented similar knowledge limitations among teachers who received their preservice and graduate training at a wide variety of institutions.  These findings also are in line with numerous studies from other states (e.g., McCutchen, Abbott, & Green, 2002).  More optimistically, several studies suggest that increasing educators’ knowledge base about component reading abilities and word structure can influence the reading progress of children taught by those educators (e.g., Gillis & Brady, 2008; McCutchen et al., 2002; Spear-Swerling & Brucker, 2004).  Although many variables besides teacher knowledge affect children’s achievement, these findings are encouraging because teacher knowledge is one variable that is especially amenable to change, through preservice teacher preparation and ongoing professional development.  
Why Performance-based Assessments Cannot Substitute for the New Test

None of this is meant to suggest that the kinds of knowledge my colleagues and I have studied, or even the far broader range of knowledge in the NRP (2000) report, constitute the only knowledge about reading that teacher preparation should address, as both Pressley (2002) and Queenan (2008) pointed out.  And of course, it takes more than knowledge to be an effective teacher; among other competencies, it also requires the abilities to implement instruction skillfully, to engage and motivate children from diverse achievement levels and cultural/linguistic backgrounds, and to collaborate well with colleagues and parents.  I agree with Queenan that teacher preparation programs should assess their candidates’ progress in these kinds of areas.  However, it is not necessary to choose between assessment of candidates’ knowledge via the new test and assessment of other essential teaching competencies – we can do both. 
A critical point is that authentic, performance-based assessments cannot substitute for direct assessment of teacher knowledge, because authentic assessments tap many competencies.  If a teacher candidate does poorly on authentic assessments, it often is difficult to pinpoint the underlying problem – for example, lack of knowledge in a specific area, lack of organization or planning, or poor implementation.  This kind of pinpointing is critical for teacher educators to address candidates’ problems adequately in course instruction (a point analogous to the one made earlier in relation to children’s reading comprehension and component abilities), as well as for teacher preparation programs to gauge the overall effectiveness of their curricula in meeting state standards.  For instance, if numerous teacher candidates in a particular program lack knowledge about phonemic awareness or reading fluency, that is a different kind of problem, requiring a different remedy, than if candidates possess adequate knowledge but have trouble applying it in designing lessons or trouble engaging children during lessons.  Moreover, a given performance-based assessment can never tap the full range of knowledge prospective teachers should have, because it must be geared toward one specific group of children, whereas teachers certified to teach, say, in grades K through 6 should have broader knowledge appropriate to that grade span.  
Queenan’s statement (p. 16) that universities already have common assessments (i.e., a standard assessment given routinely to all teacher candidates at the same level within a particular program) based on Connecticut’s Blueprint and Beyond the Blueprint initially puzzled me.  I regularly encounter new elementary teachers who have never heard of the Blueprint, never mind know its contents.  Furthermore, the Connecticut studies described above, all done after the Blueprint became widely available in Connecticut, document very poor understanding of phonemic awareness among many Connecticut teachers.  These findings are not reassuring with regard to Connecticut teachers’ familiarity with the Blueprint, because phonemic awareness is one of many important concepts elaborated in depth in that document.  Upon reflection, I believe Queenan (2008) was referring to National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) gate indicators and assessments in teacher preparation programs, which are accreditation requirements, as she mentions (p. 16).  These assessments often are applications such as lesson plans and projects that, if well designed, can certainly be valuable for teacher candidates’ learning.  However, because they tap varied candidate competencies, they usually do not constitute good assessments of teacher knowledge, for the reasons noted in the preceding paragraph.  In contrast, the new reading test does serve as a reasonable common assessment of teachers’ knowledge in reading, one generally well aligned with the Blueprint and Beyond the Blueprint (up to grade six), for all teacher preparation programs in the state.

At the meeting of the Reading Test Review Panel, one especially eloquent speaker was a young elementary teacher from a priority school district.  When another panel member expressed reservations about whether it was reasonable to expect preservice teachers to master all of the content of the Pearson test, this teacher spoke up passionately, with words to the following effect: “They have to know this, or they will not be able to meet many students’ needs.” I agree.  Most prospective teachers enter the profession because they genuinely want to help children learn.  However, lack of research-based knowledge about important components of reading cuts too many educators off from a vital body of evidence that could help them succeed at a very challenging task: teaching all children to read, not just those who learn with ease.  
The state already requires prospective teachers to undergo licensure testing. Why forego testing of reading, the academic domain with the most extensive research base and the greatest centrality to children’s school success, as well as the domain in which Connecticut has one of the nation’s largest achievement gaps?  If we want to ensure that prospective teachers possess the skills they need to teach a wide range of children to read, testing their knowledge of reading as part of the certification process certainly is not the only necessary step – but it is one key step.  That’s why I voted in favor of the test.
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