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This study investigated the phonemic awareness knowledge and skills of 108 

first-grade teachers and whether teaching of these skills, understanding of the important 

role phonemic awareness plays in reading acquisition, teaching experience, or the number 

of reading courses taken impacts reading achievement.  Many studies have been 

conducted on understanding the role phonemic awareness plays in learning to read (e.g., 

Wagner, Torgesen, & Rashotte, 1994; Weiner, 1994; Adams, 1990).  This study included 

some of these characteristics but considered an additional component: the teacher’s own 

phonemic awareness. Could the teachers’ own phonemic awareness skill be a factor that 

improves predictability of student reading success?   

The study was divided into two parts.  The first part involved first-grade teachers 

individually completing a survey.  This questionnaire requested information in a multiple 

choice format on background information, including teaching experience, degrees, rating 

of their university experience, number of reading courses taken and philosophical 
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orientation in reading.  Probing the teachers’ own phonemic awareness ability as well as 

their understanding of phonemic awareness was done through teachers identifying, 

locating, and counting sounds in words in a multiple choice format, and indicating the 

level of agreement to various statements about learning to read and phonemic awareness 

using a Likert scale.  Open-ended questions involved the participants in defining 

phonemic awareness, providing examples of appropriate activities, as well as providing 

the orthographic spellings of first-grade students’ common transitional spelling of words. 

 The second part of the study compared the teachers’ responses to their students’ 

reading scores.  Sixty-three of the surveyed 108 teachers returned their students’ scores as 

measured on the District Reading Assessment, resulting in 1037 student scores.  

Beginning and end of year scores were compared to ascertain student gains.  

 When a multiple regression analysis was applied to the teacher data and the 

students’ mean gains, no correlation was found between the teachers’ knowledge and 

understanding of the importance of phonemic awareness or when the teacher’s own 

phonemic awareness was considered.  The lack of statistical significance in the findings 

suggests that experience, coursework, phonemic awareness knowledge or skill do not 

correlate with student reading gains. 
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Problem 
 
 Thirty years of research have provided educators essential knowledge on what are 

the most effective techniques in teaching reading to normally developing readers as well 

as those who struggle with reading.  The National Reading Panel (National Reading 

Panel, 2000) delineated the critical elements in learning to read and the areas in which 

first-grade teachers must be well skilled to reach and teach all students to read.  

Appropriate and adequate instruction would ensure more students reached their potential 

and students with true reading difficulties would be identified earlier and receive 

intervention sooner. 

 There is limited research linking effective teaching practices with teacher 

knowledge and continued student success (Anders, Hoffman, and Duffy, 2000; 

Richardson, 1996).  Moats (e.g., 1994, 1995, 2002) and others (Lyon, Vaasen, & 

Toomey, 1989; Bos, Mather, Dickson, Podhajski, & Chard, 2001) have repeatedly raised 

the issue that even experienced and motivated teachers are underprepared to teach 

reading and that teaching reading is indeed “rocket science” (Moats, 1999).  For decades, 

researchers have asked the question, “What teaching characteristics and behaviors 

produce the best readers?” Researchers have intensively explored the complex issue of 

reading instructional methodologies and now widely believe that no one method works 

for all children. But there are particular skills that beginning readers must master, and 

their teachers must know how to teach, in order to foster reading development.   
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 Over three decades of research have consistently supported two claims about 

early reading acquisition.  First, children must understand that speech can be mapped 

onto print and this alphabetic principle is gained through phonemic awareness (e.g., 

Wagner, et al., 1994; Weiner, 1994; Stahl and Murray, 1994; Adams, 1990).  Second, 

phonemic awareness is necessary, but not sufficient for successful reading to occur (e.g., 

Smith, Simmons, & Kame’enui, 1998; Ball and Blachman, 1991, 1988; Adams, 1990; 

Byrne and Fielding-Barnsley, 1989). 

Definitions 
 
 For the purpose of this paper, it is important that a clear distinction be made 

between phonological and phonemic awareness.  Most importantly, phonemic awareness 

is not phonics.  Teachers can and do confuse the two terms.  Phonics is connecting 

phonemes with graphemes; in English, it is the knowledge of making the correct 

association between the 44 phonemes (Moats, 1995) and the 98 different graphemes that 

represent these sounds (Uhry, 1999). 

 Phonemic awareness falls under the larger umbrella of phonological awareness, 

and is a refinement of phonological awareness.  Smith, Simmons, and Kame’enui (1998, 

p. 65) stated that phonemic awareness is the “conscious ability to detect and manipulate 

sounds (e.g., move, combine, and delete), access to the sound structure of language, 

awareness of sounds in spoken words in contrast to written words.” Uhry (1999) 

described phonological awareness as paying attention to larger parts of oral language 

such as sentences and/or whole words, while phonemic awareness focuses on the 

individual sounds in words; meaning is never a consideration. 
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 Adams (1990) delineated five levels of phonological to phonemic awareness.  

These tasks progress in difficulty, and the child masters them through exposure to spoken 

and written language.  The stages are: 

1. Understanding rhyme.  Children who can “hear” rhymes implicitly understand 

that the onset of the word (i.e., the initial consonants and consonant patterns that 

come at the beginning of syllables) is being changed while the rime (i.e., the 

vowel and consonants that follow the onset to the end of the syllable) remains 

constant.  Although young children around the age of three cannot segment the 

initial sound from the rest of the word, they are gaining what Adams calls, “an ear 

for the sounds of words” (p. 80). 

2. Oddity tasks.  This stage requires a child to pick out the odd word in a group of 

words based on either alliteration or rhyme. 

3. Splitting onsets.  At this stage, the child is more aware of sounds in words and can 

split or segment the onset from the rime.  This is evidenced by a child’s 

transitional spellings, usually during kindergarten, where the student denotes an 

entire word by writing the initial sound he hears in the word. 

4. Full segmentation.  With full segmentation, the student extends this knowledge of 

sound past splitting off the onset of words.  At this point, the child can break up or 

segment words into their component sounds.  This is considered phonemic 

awareness.  Segmentation is necessary for reading since the student must look at 

each grapheme and decode into the appropriate sound; segmentation is necessary 
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for spelling since the student must be able to segment the word into its phonemes 

to encode into the appropriate graphemes. 

5. Manipulation.  At this most difficult stage, children can manipulate words by 

either changing out one sound for another or by deleting sounds.  Although this 

activity is not required for reading and spelling, it is a fairly common practice for 

elementary teachers to ask students to perform this task. Children who cannot 

read or read well usually do not reach this sophisticated stage of phonemic 

awareness (Uhry, 1999).   

 Stahl and Murray (1998) stated that possibly the first contact educators may have 

had with the term “phonological awareness” was in 1972 with the seminal text, Language 

by Ear and by Eye, edited by Kavanaugh and Mattingly.  Although it was then termed 

“linguistic awareness” (p. 65), many of the authors linked phonological skills with 

reading ability and the editors suggested that a weakness in linguistic awareness may be 

the core of many reading disabilities. 

Importance of the Study 
 
 Past studies have explored the correlation between teaching practices and student 

phonemic awareness, and reading instruction’s best practices to student achievement. 

This study differed from previous studies in that the teacher’s own phonemic awareness 

was the added factor.  Is there a relationship between first-grade teachers’ ability to 

articulate their own phonemic awareness and their students’ reading achievement?   

 The study surveyed 108 first-grade teachers in a suburban school district on the 

importance of phonemic awareness in learning to read and further investigated the 
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teacher’s own phonemic awareness skills.  The questionnaire concerning phonemic 

awareness knowledge was adapted by the researcher from surveys developed by Bos and 

Mather (1999), DeFord (1985), Read (1971), and the U.S. Elementary Reading 

Instruction Survey (Baumann, Hoffman, and Moon, (1996).  Additionally, the teachers 

were asked to define phonemic awareness, list three phonemic awareness activities, count 

the number of phonemes in a word, identify the location of sounds in words, and provide 

the orthographically correct spelling of first-graders. 

 The summer preceding this study, all participating teachers had attended the four-

day First-Grade Texas Reading Academy, sponsored by the Texas Education Agency.  A 

phonemic awareness component including theory and hands-on activities was included in 

this workshop. 

 The 30,500 student suburban school district, site of the investigation, benefited 

from this study as it moves from a Texas Education Agency rating of “Recognized” to 

“Exemplary.”   This is based on a district’s performance on the Texas Assessment of 

Academic Skills (TAAS) test. Since the district gains an average of 1,500 students a year, 

there is a need to open a new school almost every year.  This results in the addition of 

hundreds of teachers who are new to both the district and often to the teaching profession.  

Historically, some of these new teachers have proven to be more effective than their 

veteran colleagues, and the district, by participating in this study, enhanced their 

understanding of why some first-grade teachers are more effective than others are, at least 

with respect to instruction in phonemic awareness.  Ball and Blachman (1988, 1991) 

found that teachers who receive direct instruction in teaching phoneme awareness take 
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this newfound knowledge into the classroom resulting in more effective teaching of 

beginning readers.  Depending on the outcome of the current study, it is expected that the 

district will provide focused professional development opportunities to increase teacher 

understanding of phonemic awareness. 

Research Questions 
 
 The current study was conducted to investigate the following questions: 

• Does experience, including level of education, credited teaching years, and 

number of reading courses taken impact teachers’ ability to teach students to 

read?  

• Is there a correlation between first-grade teachers’ internal phonemic awareness 

and their students’ performance on the District Reading Assessment?   

• Does a relationship exist between first-grade teachers’ knowledge of the 

importance of phonemic awareness in reading acquisition and their students’ 

performance on the District Reading Assessment?  
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CHAPTER II 
 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 

General Qualities of Effective Reading Teachers 
 
 Thirty years of research have provided educators essential knowledge on what are 

the most effective techniques in teaching reading to normally developing readers as well 

as those who struggle with reading.  The National Reading Panel (National Reading 

Panel, 2000) delineated the critical elements in learning to read and the areas in which 

first-grade teachers must be well skilled to reach and teach all students to read.  

Appropriate and adequate instruction would ensure more students reached their potential 

and students with true reading difficulties would be identified earlier and receive 

intervention sooner. 

 First-grade teachers must understand that teaching reading is not the same for all 

children at all grade levels or even within the same grade level. Some researchers (e.g., 

Goodman, 1971) have been known to compare good readers to beginning readers.  The 

two are not synonymous.  Since children arrive at school with various experiences and 

background knowledge, the teacher must be sensitive to the stage of reading development 

at which the children are functioning.  This sensitivity should lead the teacher’s 

instruction and choice of materials to be on or just slightly ahead of the child’s reading 

development. 

 Nicholson (1993) reported that in 1987 Goodman described reading as a 

“’psychological guessing game’ where linguistic guesswork was seen as more important 

than the graphic information on the page” (p.105).  However, research has never 
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supported the psycholinguistic guessing game hypothesis (e.g., Nicholson, 1993; 

Stanovich, Cunningham, & Freeman, 1984; Pearson, 1978).  Children who are learning to 

read and/or those children who are poor readers are the very ones who utilize context 

more than good readers.  Stanovich (1986) argued that if context is so critical to reading, 

and poor readers utilize context more than good readers, then why are the poor readers 

not better readers? 

 Learning to read is an unnatural act (Gough and Hillinger, 1980).  Researchers 

have not found evidence of genetic encoding to read; it is a learned activity 

(D’Arcangelo, 1999; Gough & Hillinger, 1980).  The alphabet is an abstraction of our 

spoken language.  The symbols used to represent the phonemes of an alphabetic language 

are not universal, and not every language comes in a written form.  Additionally, the 

symbols are not mapped onto speech sounds, which is a small but very important point.  

Effective teachers must understand that speech is mapped onto print.  This is called the 

“alphabetic principle.” 

 Therefore, first-grade teachers must organize instruction to ensure that all students 

have adequate opportunities to foster sensitivity to the phonemes in our language.  Once 

phonemically aware, beginning readers discover and understand that speech is mapped 

onto print.  While this alphabetic principle is developing, the teacher guides students in 

learning how to represent speech in its written form by linking these sounds to letters, 

phonics. 

 First-grade teachers should introduce speech sounds and letters systematically and 

sequentially, based on the order of their frequency in English (Carreker, 1999; Moats, 
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1994). Rather than a “letter of the week” the students are exposed to the language in an 

order that demonstrates the regularity of the English language.  The sounds selected for 

presentation to students should be based on those that are more frequently occurring in 

English.  For example, a child can decode far more words if introduced to i, t, p, n, s, a, l, 

d, and h, than if a child is introduced to less frequently occurring letters such as z, y, x, w, 

j, q, u, and y.  More words in the English language contain letters from the first set of 

sounds rather than from the second set.  Even an effective teacher can ineffectively 

engage a student in “skill and drill” activities, rather than systematically teach the 

regularity of English.  This would most likely occur if the teacher had not learned the 

rules and regularity of the English language. 

Consequences of Early Reading Failure 
 
 Reading is a complex activity and first-grade is a pivotal year for beginning 

readers.  A student who exits first-grade reading below grade level has a one in eight 

chance of ever catching up with his peers (Juel, 1988).  As time passes without 

appropriate instructional intervention, the gap between the struggling readers and the 

successful readers widens – the good readers keep improving their skill while the poor 

readers fall further behind.  Stanovich (1986) describes this phenomenon as the “Matthew 

Effect.”   

 First-grade teachers must optimize the time they have, to ensure their students exit 

first-grade with phonemic awareness.  Juel, Griffith, and Gough (1986) determined that 

children who exited first-grade as poor decoders were the very ones who had entered 

first-grade with little phonemic awareness.  Tunmer and Nesdale (1985) found a 
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correlation between first-graders’ phonemic awareness and their reading comprehension.  

The mediating factor between the two was the students’ ability to decode as measured 

through the reading of pseudo-words.  Lundberg’s 1984 study as reported in Juel (1991) 

found a .70 correlation between phonemic awareness ability in first-grade and reading 

achievement in sixth-grade.  Torgesen and Burgess’s (1998) longitudinal research 

suggests that students who enter school with weak phonological skills continue to be 

weak in these skills in fourth grade.  

Knowledge and Skills that Research Has Shown to be Important for Reading 
Success 

 
 Teachers need to understand that students will arrive at school with varying 

degrees of phonemic awareness and these individual differences need to be assessed and 

addressed.  Not every child will require explicit instruction in phonemic awareness, but 

every first-grade teacher must understand why phonemic awareness is important and how 

to deliver appropriate instruction when necessary.  Several studies have indicated that 

early and direct instruction of phonemic awareness activities can reduce the incidence of 

reading difficulties and increase the likelihood of reading success among primary grade 

students (e.g., Berninger, Thalberg, DeBruyn, & Smith, 1987; Ball and Blachman, 1991; 

Cunningham, 1990; Cunningham, 1990; Lundberg, Frost, and Peterson, 1998). Blachman 

(2000) wrote that there are two major groups of students with which explicit instruction is 

particularly beneficial: those who have not been sufficiently exposed to print before 

entering school, and those who will not discover the connections between speech and 

print on their own.  She believes that if these students who have not had sufficient 

opportunity or do not understand the phonological structure of the English language are 
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provided with explicit instruction early on, they will have a much better chance of 

catching up with their non-disabled peers, therefore avoiding an ever widening gap.  A 

study conducted by Juel, Griffith, and Gough (1986) indicated that students in first- grade 

who were poor decoders had entered that grade with little phonemic awareness. 

 Numerous research studies have explored the capability of directly teaching 

phonemic awareness skills to students (e.g., Adams, Foorman, Lundberg, & Beeler, 1998; 

Byrne, and Fielding-Barnsley, 1995, 1993, 1991; Blachman, Ball, Black, and Tangel, 

1994; Ball and Blachman, 1991; Cunningham, 1990; Williams, 1980).  The results of 

these investigations have been positive, leading researchers to another convergent point 

of reading research: explicit teaching of phonemic awareness aids children in learning to 

decode text. 

Over two decades of solid research have led to several converging points 

concerning beginning reading.  However, those most relevant to this paper are: children 

must understand that speech can be mapped onto print and this alphabetic principle is 

gained through phonemic awareness (e.g., Wagner, et al., 1994; Weiner, 1994; Stahl & 

Murray, 1994; Adams, 1990), and phoneme awareness is necessary, but not sufficient for 

successful reading to occur (e.g., Smith, Simmons, & Kame’enui, 1998; Ball & 

Blachman, 1991, 1988; Adams, 1990; Byrne & Fielding-Barnsley, 1989).  

Phonemic Awareness – An Important Knowledge Domain and Skill 
 
 Why is knowledge of beginning reading, phonemic awareness in particular, so 

critical for teachers to have?  Stanovich (1986, 1994) found that a child’s measure of 

phonemic awareness has a higher correlation to learning to read than intelligence or 
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listening comprehension ability.  Forty percent of students struggle with learning to read 

(Lyon, 1998), while 20 to 25 percent of beginning readers never grasp the alphabetic 

principle, according to Adams (1990, 1994).  Uhry (1999) reported that this number is 

even higher for low-income students.  Longitudinal studies have been conducted on 

economically disadvantaged students, beginning in kindergarten or first-grade (e.g., 

Uhry, 2000; Tangel and Blachman, 1995; Blachman, Ball, Black, and Tangel, 1994; 

Morris, 1993).  These studies investigated the impact of direct instruction of phonemic 

awareness with students who entered school weak in phonemic awareness skills.  

Findings were consistent: directly teaching phonemic awareness to these students before 

the end of first-grade can have positive effects on later word reading and spelling. 

 Teachers must recognize that there is a reciprocal relationship between phonemic 

awareness and phonics, but they are not synonymous.  Sweeney (2000) wrote that 

phonemic awareness and learning to read have a reciprocal relationship, but how much of 

this must be directly taught is unknown. 

 The understanding that speech is represented with symbols comes through the 

child’s development of phonemic awareness.  Initially the child must hear and appreciate 

the sounds of spoken language, gradually refining the skill from larger chunks of sound – 

that is, sentences, words, syllables, to discrete units of sound, phonemes.  Converging 

research has demonstrated that acquiring phonemic awareness facilitates learning to read 

and even to spell (e.g., Snow, Burns, and Griffen, 1998; Bryant, MacLean, and Bradley, 

1990; Liberman, and Liberman, 1990; Ellis, 1990; Ehri, 1989; Mann, Cowin and 

Schoenheimer, 1989).  The more capable children become with reading, the stronger their 
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phonemic awareness skills become.  This relationship becomes even stronger when 

paired with teaching letter names in first-grade (e.g., Blachman, et al., 1994; Ball and 

Blachman, 1991, 1988; Bradley and Bryant, 1983; Hohn and Ehri, 1983).   

 Juel (1991) wrote that phonemic awareness underlies the ability to decode which 

is linked to reading comprehension.  Chard, Simmons, and Kame’enui (1998) looked at 

past research investigating skilled readers.  They found evidence that students’ reading 

comprehension at about the end of first-grade is strongly related to word recognition.  

This is speculated to be due in large part to young readers’ ability to pay attention to the 

phoneme-grapheme connections, allowing for smooth blending of sounds and not 

necessarily connected to their limited vocabularies.   

 Yopp (1992) discussed how difficult it is for children to shift attention away from 

meaning, deliberately focusing instead on the “form of speech” (p. 696).  Phonemic 

awareness tasks require learners to analyze or manipulate sound at an abstract level, the 

phoneme.  The child’s growing awareness of how speech sounds are mapped onto print 

requires a much greater awareness than is required for speaking and listening (Torgesen 

and Burgess, 1998). 

 Liberman (1971) suggested that the primary task of the beginning reader is to 

recognize that the speech flow can be segmented into individual sounds.  A letter or 

group of letters can represent these segmented speech sounds.  For example, in the first 

analysis of the utterance of “pat” it would seem that there is only one sound since the 

string of phonemes is uttered together.  However, in order for a child to understand that 

speech is mapped onto print (i.e., the alphabetic principle), the student must be able to 
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segment “pat” into its three component sounds, understanding that the symbol p 

represents /p/, a represents /ae/, and t represents /t/ (Spector, 1995; Ball and Blachman, 

1991). 

 Tunmer and Hoover (1992) offered an explanation as to why phonemic 

segmentation is difficult for some. “Consciously reflecting on phonemic segments is 

much more difficult for children because there is no simple physical basis for recognizing 

phonemes in speech” (p. 191).  Treiman (1992) observed that although phonemes are 

what are said, words are what are heard.  That is what makes phonemes difficult to bring 

to conscious awareness.  Phonemes are abstract tidbits of sound and in the rush of the 

vocal stream, are co-articulated, or take on the properties of adjacent sounds, making 

speech difficult to separate for some individuals (Shankweiler and Liberman, 1989).  The 

manner and placement for speech sounds remain constant, but the sound itself may take 

on different acoustic characteristics. 

Training Teachers to Teach Phoneme Awareness Specifically 
 
 Surveys of both general and special education teachers have indicated that they do 

not feel adequately prepared to teach reading (Lyon, Vaassen, and Toomey, 1989).  

Nolen, McCutcheon, and Berninger (1990) surveyed pre-service general education 

teachers’ coursework in reading and writing.  They concluded that their current 

coursework was too minimal to adequately prepare teachers to address learning needs of 

students who are at risk of reading failure.  Moats (1994) pointed out that many teacher 

preparation programs fail to routinely include either the topic of phonological/phonemic 

awareness, or the importance of phonemic awareness in beginning reading.  Snow’s 
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committee (1998) found that for some pre-service teachers, their college preparation did 

not adequately prepare them to teach all students to read.  Bos and her colleagues (2001) 

surveyed pre-service and inservice teachers and found they perceived themselves as only 

somewhat prepared to teach struggling readers. 

 Moats and Lyon (1996) wrote that an impediment to the teaching of reading is the 

teachers’ lack of understanding of the structure of language.  They included that an 

erroneous expectation is that teachers are more naturally aware of the spoken language 

structure just because they can read and are reading teachers.   

 The knowledge that phonemic awareness is critical for reading readiness has been 

confirmed through many research studies over the past three decades.  However, 

Liberman (1987) pointed out that this information is not reaching colleges of education.  

Pre-service teachers are not being taught how to identify students who lack phonemic 

awareness and how to work with these students effectively, according to Liberman.  

Lindamood, Bell and Lindamood (1992) wrote a paper following up on Liberman’s 

concern by asking how higher education could help prospective teachers identify students 

with weak phonological skills before assessing which prospective teachers may need this 

help themselves.  This assumed that the instructors’ had access to this information in 

order to adequately prepare the pre-service teachers. 

 If teachers do not have deep working knowledge of this subject area, how can 

they help their students master that information?  Troyer and Yopp (1990) found only a 

third of the teachers who responded to a survey were familiar with the term 

“phonological awareness.”  McCutcheon and her colleagues’ (2002) findings were that 
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kindergarten and first-grade teachers’ practices and student learning of phonological 

awareness was positively impacted when the concept and techniques were directly taught 

to teachers and students and followed into the classroom for fidelity of implementation.  

The inclusion of peer coaching follows a professional development model put forth by 

Joyce (Gottesman, 2000) that has demonstrated a 90% rate of transference of theory into 

actual practice. 

 So, not only must teachers understand the critical importance of phonemic 

awareness in learning how to read, first-grade teachers themselves must also be able to 

express their own phoneme awareness.  In a Position Paper of The International Dyslexia 

Association (formerly The Orton Dyslexia Society, 1997), the authors describe the type 

of knowledge a reading teacher should possess.  They report on research studies that 

suggest adults lack the depth of knowledge in linguistics and the structure of the English 

language in order to adequately teach students with the required sophistication, flexibility 

and clarity. 

 Tunmer and Hoover (1992) argued that adult phonemic awareness skills might 

become dormant because this awareness becomes so automatic.  Essentially, unless older 

language users are asked to consciously reflect on their language, the activity has become 

unconscious.  This connotes that teachers are unconsciously conscious of their phoneme 

skills, and only need to have this ability re-awakened.  Once aware, teachers should be 

able to transmit this information in a conscious manner to their students. However, as The 

Orton Dyslexia Society (1997) paper conveyed, teachers who instruct beginning readers 

must become more phonemically aware than the average adult.   
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 Based on this reasoning, adults’ phonemic awareness could by “reawakened.”  If 

specific and detailed phonemic awareness instruction was given to teachers, to the depth 

necessary to be flexible enough to reach and teach all children with appropriate and 

precise examples, and teach systematically, then their students would be better readers 

(The Orton Dyslexia Society, 1997).  

 Moats and Foorman (1999) pre-tested teachers’ phonemic awareness providing 

them direct instruction to re-awaken phonemic awareness ability and then post-tested 

them after they had explicitly, sequentially, and systematically taught phonemic 

awareness to their students for up to one year.  This heightened awareness of phonemic 

awareness resulted in better readers.  

 Why is phonemic awareness so difficult for some individuals? Olson and 

associates (1989) found that phonological awareness ability is a heritable trait, therefore 

allowing for a disability in phonemic awareness as well.  Lindamood, Bell, and 

Lindamood (1992) characterized phonemic awareness being viewed along a continuum, 

from a strong skill to a disability. In 1996, she estimated that at least one-third of the 

population has weak phonemic awareness skills and fail to refine these skills into 

adulthood.  She speculated that most of these individuals could be taught and improve 

their skills.  Lindamood (1996) cited the 1957 research of Carroll and Austin that 

supports this logic.  She wrote that Carroll and Austin found a strong correlation between 

deficient literacy skills in first-grade teachers and deficient literacy skills in their 

students. 
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 To conclude, the research has demonstrated repeatedly that beginning readers 

who have stronger phonemic awareness skills are more likely to be successful in reading, 

although phonemic awareness, by itself, is not sufficient to guarantee reading success.  

Additionally, the majority of the children who enter school with a weakness in these 

skills can have them developed if placed with a skillful teacher.  However, is an effective 

teacher of reading augmented by her personal phonemic awareness skills as well as her 

knowledge and understanding of the importance of phonemic awareness?  Do these two 

factors, brought to the teaching situation by the teacher and the amount of her teaching 

experience, impact her students’ reading success? 
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHOD 
 

Introduction 
 

The foci of this study had two parts. The first part dealt with 108 first-grade 

teachers’ survey responses in regard to their own phonemic awareness, or “internal” 

phonemic awareness, as well as their understanding and knowledge of phonemic 

awareness, or “external” phonemic awareness.  Was this influenced by the amount of 

teaching experience, level of education, and number of reading courses they had 

received?  Past studies have shown a limited positive correlation between effective 

teaching strategies and student success.  Stronger relationships have been shown between 

teachers’ knowledge and understanding the importance of phonemic awareness and 

student reading achievement.  The second part of the study questioned if a relationship 

exists between 68 first-grade teachers’ ability to articulate their own phonemic 

awareness, or “internal” phonemic awareness, and their students’ reading success. 

This chapter presents the research questions that guided this study, explanation of 

the research design, data collection, analysis, and participants.  

Research Questions 
 

The research questions that guided this study were: 

1. Does experience, including level of education, credited teaching years, and 

number of reading courses taken impact teachers’ ability to teach students 

to read? 
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2. Is there a correlation between the teachers’ internal phonemic awareness 

and their students’ scores on the mandated first-grade reading inventory? 

3. Does a relationship exist between the teachers’ knowledge of the 

importance of phonemic awareness in reading acquisition and their 

students’ performance on the District Reading Assessment?  

Research Design 
 
 This study utilized two research instruments: (a) an individually completed 

teacher questionnaire developed by the researcher, and (b) relating the questionnaire 

results to student scores of the District Reading Assessment developed and implemented 

by the school district studied.   

Participants – Demographic Snapshot 
 
 The Central Texas suburban school district selected for the study has grown 25% 

in the past five years to a current student population of 30,500 (Texas Education Agency, 

1999).  The Academic Excellence Indicator System further reveals this student 

population to be approximately 15% Hispanic, 6% African-American, 74% Caucasian, 

and 5% “Other” ethnic backgrounds.  

 At the time of this study, January 2000, there were 24 elementary schools in the 

school district, which translated into 130 first-grade teachers.  It was these first-grade 

teachers who were invited to participate in this study.  The invitation was extended 

through a letter to all elementary principals. If the administrator responded positively, 

then a letter of invitation was sent to each of that campus’s first-grade teachers.   Initially, 
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108 of these potential teachers from 21 of the 24 possible elementary schools elected to 

participate in the study.   

Twelve of the possible 21 campuses returned student data at the end of the school 

year for study, or 1037 student scores.  This translated into 63 of the original 108 teachers 

(58%) who completed the survey for correlation with their students on the DRA.   

 The preponderance of the teachers was Caucasian, 86 percent, with 11 percent 

Hispanic, and two percent African American. One percent, or one teacher, was listed as 

“Other.”  Sixty percent of the teachers had between one to ten years of teaching 

experience with only two percent of them having more than thirty years of experience.  

For seven percent of them, this was their first teaching year.  Sixteen percent of the 

teachers held a masters degree but none of them held a doctorate.   

 Eighty-five percent (n = 92) of the teachers reported that they spoke a second 

language other than English.  Ninety-eight percent of these second language speakers 

reported their second language to be Spanish. 

Data Gathering: Teachers 
 
 The teachers’ understanding of the important role phonemic awareness plays in 

reading development was tapped through a questionnaire.  They completed demographic 

information, as well as answered questions delving into their understanding of the 

importance of phonemic awareness. The participants were also requested to define 

phonemic awareness in addition to listing three phonemic awareness activities they either 

use or have seen used in a first-grade classroom. The questionnaire took approximately 

30 minutes to complete and was developed from several different researchers’ 

 21 



 

questionnaires: deFord (1985), Baumann, Hoffman, and Moon (1996), L. Moats and B. 

Foorman (personal communication December 9,1999), and Bos, Mather, Narr, and Babur 

(1999).  The teachers recorded most of their answers by circling responses directly onto 

the survey form, utilizing a Likert scale set of responses.  Some questions required filling 

in blanks with individualized information and responses.  Thirteen educators, not 

associated with this study, completed a beta form of the questionnaire in September 1999, 

so that any confusing or redundant questions could be clarified and/or eliminated.  A 

copy of this questionnaire is included as an appendix. 

Twenty-one out of the 24 elementary campuses elected to participate in the study; 

108 teachers completed the survey.  The researcher made appointments at these 

campuses, scheduling one day during the team’s scheduled planning period to meet 

together with the entire first-grade team in a quiet place.  The teachers were assured that 

all gathered information would be kept confidential and not shared on an individual level 

with any of the campus or central office administrators.  This information was included in 

the Informed Consent form as well as verbally stated when the teachers met to complete 

the survey.  None of the teachers chose to leave or left without completing a survey.  

Teachers completed the surveys while the researcher remained in the room with them, 

providing clarification as needed and ensuring that the teachers did not consult one 

another on answers.  Teachers were allowed to leave after individually completing the 

survey. 

The question of how to investigate what first-grade teachers know about their own 

phoneme awareness was a challenging one.  To ascertain the teachers’ phoneme 
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awareness skill level, the survey included questions wherein the teachers indicated their 

knowledge about beginning reading on a Likert scale, located the position of sounds in 

words, counted the number of sounds in a word, found a sound in one word that is also 

found in another, and provided orthographically correct spellings for transitional 

spellings of ten words commonly used by first-grade students.  The words were selected 

from studies of children’s spelling conducted by Read (1971) and Treiman (1994).   

Data Gathering: Students 
 

In 1997, Texas began requiring all districts to evaluate kindergarten, first and 

second grade students to assure adequate reading development.  Beginning in the fall of 

1998, the Texas Education Code 28.006 mandated that districts would administer a 

reading instrument adopted by the Commissioner of Education or to select an alternative 

instrument. TEA permitted districts to choose from a list of state-selected instruments, 

granting a waiver to a district that chose to create its own measure, so long as the test met 

the state mandated grade-by-grade guidelines.  Upon review of all the instruments, the 

suburban school district selected for this study chose to continue using the locally 

designed District Reading Assessment (DRA) for grades one through five.  This reading 

assessment was developed in the summer of 1997 and was first implemented in the 

district during the 1997-1998 school year. 

In keeping with this state mandate and for the purpose of this study, student 

success was measured using the District Reading Assessment (DRA).  This individually 

administered reading test, focusing on reading accuracy and comprehension, is given to 

the students in the fall and spring of each school year. The element of oral reading 

 23 



 

fluency was added to all grade levels for the fall, 1999 administration.  Students who 

were found reading below grade expectation at the beginning of the year were routinely 

rechecked at the beginning of the second semester, allowing this smaller group three 

opportunities during the school year to take the DRA. The assessment involves the 

student reading passages aloud while the teacher monitors for errors as well as rate.  The 

district has leveled the passages by grade.  A student receives one of three scores for a 

particular test: independent level, instructional level, or frustration level. Testing is 

stopped when the student scores a “frustration” level on either the fluency or accuracy 

portion of the passage.  Each student’s score is recorded on a Reading Card that is 

maintained at the student’s school and demonstrates long-term growth in the area of 

reading.  Every spring, each campus sends a summary of this information to the central 

office for compilation and analysis. 

Each grade has a range of reading levels on the DRA from beginning-of-year to 

end-of-year.  For example, a level of 2A represents a reading level that is congruent with 

the beginning of second grade; a level of 2C represents an end-of-year reading level for 

second grade.  However, the DRA for first-graders has seven reading levels, to allow 

closer monitoring of the child’s developing literacy.  For this study, each incremental 

level was assigned a linear number, beginning at 0 for a non-reader, climbing to 19 for 

students who reached the sixth-grade, end-of-year level (6C) of reading.  The linear scale 

allowed calculation of each student’s reading gain.   

The percentage of this district’s third-grade students passing the District Reading 

Assessment has been correlated with the percentage of students passing the third-grade 
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reading portion of the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) by central office 

personnel.  Since the DRA was begun, it has been within one percentage point of the 

reading portion of district’s third-grade TAAS (B. Helfinstein personal communication 

September 15, 2000).  

Twenty-one campuses participated in the teacher portion of the study in January 2000, 

with twelve of these 21 campuses providing student data in May 2000.  The total number 

of students whose data were returned was 1037.  The researcher made numerous attempts 

to collect the student data from the other nine campuses.  The district did not centrally 

collect data from each classroom, only a compilation of the mean grade from each grade 

level.   

Data Analysis 
 
A database was developed based on teacher variables.  Three independent variables were 

considered:  

• Amount of experience, including level of education, credited teaching years, and 

number of reading courses taken; 

• The teacher’s knowledge of his/her own phoneme awareness (“internal” 

phonemic awareness); 

• The teacher’s knowledge and understanding of the importance of phonemic 

awareness (“external” phonemic awareness). 

The dependent variable was the students’ reading growth as measured on the 

District Reading Assessment. 
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Scoring 
 

The teachers’ survey data were entered into an Excel computer program, with 

each question being entered as a field.  Responses were grouped according to percentages 

of like answers on the closed items.  The open-ended items were grouped according to 

similarity of response. 

To corroborate the information generated by the teacher surveys with student 

success, data were reviewed from both the individually administrated fall and spring first-

grade reading inventories.  Students who did not log a minimum of two scores were 

excluded from the analyzed data.  Excluded students were those who left the class before 

the end of the year and those who arrived late in the year. 

Limitations 
 

Any study is not without limitations.  The first half of this study involved 108 

teachers from 21 campuses, thereby limiting the generalization to a larger population.  

The second half of the study involved 63 teachers from twelve campuses, who returned 

data on 1037 students. Because this represents only 58% of the original participants, the 

student data was limited by nearly half.  However, this school district does fairly 

represent a typical suburban school district in central Texas.  

  The study did not directly provide the first-grade teachers with instruction in 

phonemic awareness, so the participants did not have the opportunity to improve their 

skills following the survey.  The preceding summer, however, all participating teachers 

had attended the four-day First-Grade Texas Reading Academy, sponsored by the Texas 

Education Agency.  A phonemic awareness component including theory and activities 
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was included in this training.  Nevertheless, the researcher did not go into the classroom 

to see if any of the suggested activities were put into practice. 

One limitation deals with the method of data collection.  The researcher was 

unable to visit the classroom of the surveyed teachers to observe classroom activities.  

Therefore, the data concerning the teachers’ phonemic awareness practices and personal 

skills only reflected self-reports from the survey.  It is not known if the teachers’ 

knowledge gained through past reading courses or from the summer Reading Academy 

was translated into practice. 

Another limitation with the data collection involved the format of the phonemic 

awareness questionnaire.  The multiple-choice design could have introduced statistical 

“noise” into the results, since the teachers had the opportunity to guess if unsure or did 

not know the answer to a question.  An alternative would have been a fill-in-the-blank 

questionnaire.  A decision was made that the teachers might not complete the blanks on 

questions they were unsure of or did not know.  This did not allow analyses of incorrect 

answers, providing speculation on the reasons for incorrect choices or questions left 

blank as a multiple-choice format allowed.  

 A final limitation could have been the teachers’ fear of personal identification 

during the survey process.  Although the teachers were afforded the greatest amount of 

anonymity possible, respondents may have felt that they must answer in one particular 

manner or another to please an administrator, or even the researcher. This may also 

explain why nine of the 21 campuses did not return student data to the researcher.  
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Chapter IV 
 

RESULTS 
 

Overview 
 
 There were two sources of data collected in this study: survey data from a sample 

of first-grade teachers, and reading assessment data from their students.  These data were 

analyzed to investigate if the teachers’ own phonemic awareness skills and understanding 

of phonemic awareness created more skilled readers by the end of the school year. 

 The research questions that guided this study were: 

• Does experience, including level of education, credited teaching years, and 

number of reading courses taken impact teachers’ ability to teach students to 

read?  

• Is there a correlation between first-grade teachers’ internal phonemic awareness 

and their students’ performance on the District Reading Assessment?   

• Does a relationship exist between first-grade teachers’ knowledge of the 

importance of phonemic awareness in reading acquisition and their students’ 

performance on the District Reading Assessment?  

A database using Excel was developed based on teacher variables.  Three 

independent variables were considered:  

• Amount of experience, including level of education, credited teaching years, and 

number of reading courses taken; 

• The teachers’ understanding of the importance of phonemic awareness, or 

“external” phonemic awareness; 
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• The teachers’ knowledge of their own “internal” phoneme awareness. 

The dependent variable was the students’ achievement as measured on the District 

Reading Assessment. 

From 21 of the 24 possible elementary campuses, 108 teachers elected to 

participate in this study during January 2000.  Sixty-three of the 108 teachers returned 

their student reading scores at the end of the school year for analysis. This resulted in 

1037 students’ data.  

 All 108 teachers completed a survey containing demographic and experiential 

information as well as questions delving into their knowledge and understanding of the 

importance of phonemic awareness. The questionnaire took approximately 30 minutes to 

complete and was developed from several different researchers’ questionnaires: deFord 

(1985), Baumann, Hoffman, and Moon (1996), Moats and Foorman (1999), and Bos, 

Mather, Narr, and Babur (1999).  The teachers recorded most of their answers by circling 

responses directly onto the survey form, utilizing a Likert scale set of responses.  Some 

questions required filling in blanks with individualized information and responses.  A 

copy of this questionnaire is included as an appendix. 

Part I: Teacher Description 
 

The first part of the questionnaire covered demographic and experiential 

information.  These questions were extracted from the Baumann, Hoffman, Moon, and 

Duffy-Hester survey, the U.S. Elementary Reading Instruction Survey (1998).  

Permission to include these questions was secured from Dr. J. Hoffman.  The following is 

a breakdown of the answers from the 108 teachers.  
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Only one teacher out of the 108 respondents was male.  Therefore, this question 

was not considered in the analysis.  However, the breakdown of the question on age 

revealed that the highest percentage of teachers, 43 percent, fell into the “Age 30 or 

under” category.  A breakdown of the teachers’ ages can be found in Table 4.1.  

Table 4. 1 What is your age category? 
AGE n = 108 %age 

30 or under 46 43% 
31 – 40 28 26% 
41 – 50 18 17% 

>51 16 17% 
 

Ethnicity 
 

Although the teachers were asked their race, the question was not included in the 

analysis as being a factor in student success.  These data are compiled in Table 4.2. 

Table 4. 2 What is your racial or ethnic identity? 
RACE/ETHNICITY n = 108 %age 

Caucasian 93 86% 
Hispanic 12 11% 

African American 2 2% 
Asian 0 0% 

Native American 0 0% 
Other 1 1% 

 
Educational Training 

 
 The participants were asked to write the year and educational institution where 

they received their training. The range of responses concerning graduation year was 1966 

to 1999.  The level of education was considered as a factor in the multiple regression 

analysis of student success.  The reader is referred to Table 4.3. 
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Table 4. 3 What degrees do you hold? 
DEGREE RANGE 1966-2000 %age 
Bachelors n = 108 100% 
Masters n = 16 16% 

Currently in Masters Program n = 12 12% 
Doctorate n = 0 0% 

 

Teaching Experience 
 
 Following the question concerning degrees held, the teachers were asked a series 

of questions concerning their teaching experience.  

Total Teaching Years 
 
 The question reporting the first year to teach elementary school spanned a range 

from 1966 – 2000.  The responses for total number of credited number of teaching years 

were grouped into five years increments, from zero up to 30 years.  A zero was recorded 

if this was the teacher’s first year of teaching.  The greatest percentage of teaching 

experience was in the one to five year category: 37%, or 40 teachers.  The least reported 

number of teaching years was 30 or more years with two percent of the teachers 

reporting.  Table 4.4 reflects these data and this information became part of the multiple 

regression analysis. 

Table 4. 4 Total number of credited teaching years 
NUMBER OF YEARS n = 108 %age 

0 8 7% 
1 – 5 40 37% 

6 – 10 26 24% 
11 – 15 12 12% 
16 – 20 6 6% 
21 – 25 9 8% 
26 – 30 5 5% 

30+ 2 2% 
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Years Teaching at Elementary Level 
 

There was very little difference between responses in the total number of credited 

teaching years and total number of years at the elementary level.  For this reason, the 

question concerning the number of years teaching at the elementary level was not used in 

the analysis.  As with the question concerning total credited number of years taught, the 

teachers’ responses were grouped in five year increments. Table 4.5 reports these data. 

Table 4. 5 Total number of years experience teaching at the elementary level 
RANGE OF YEARS n = 108 %age 

0 8 7% 
1 – 5 41 38% 

6 – 10 28 26% 
11 – 15 10 9% 
16 – 20 6 6% 
21 – 25 10 9% 
26 – 30 4 4% 

30+ 2 2% 
 

Years Teaching First Grade 
  

 This query used the same response pattern as with the previous two questions.  

Teachers wrote in the number of years and these were grouped in increments of five 

years up to 21 – 25 years.  A novice, or first year teacher, was directed to mark a “0.”  

Table 4.6 summarizes this information. 

Table 4. 6 Total number of years spent teaching first grade 

YEARS EXPERIENCE n = 108 %age 
0 21 19% 

1 – 5 49 45% 
6 – 10 22 20% 
11 – 15 7 6% 
16 – 20 4 4% 
21 – 25 5 5% 
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Years on Current Campus 
  

 The next two questions delved into the teachers’ overall experience on their 

current campus as well as teaching first grade there.  Teachers were asked to write in the 

total number of years spent on the current campus, and these responses were grouped in 

five year increments as with the previous questions in this section.  The teachers had 

options from “0” or novice teacher which was defined as this being the first year of 

teaching, and grouped in five year increments.  Table 4.7 is a compilation of these 

numbers. 

Table 4. 7 Number of years spent on your current campus 

RANGE OF YEARS n = 108 %age 
0 30 28% 

1 – 5 53 49% 
6 – 10 9 8% 
11 – 15 10 9% 
16 – 20 5 5% 

21+ 1 1% 
 

Years Teaching First Grade on Current Campus 
 
 The question concerning the number of years teaching first grade on the current 

campus revealed only slightly different percentages from the number of years on the 

current campus.  Therefore, this question was eliminated from the multiple regression 

analysis.  Table 4.8 contains these data. 

Table 4. 8 Number of years spent teaching first grade on your current campus 

RANGE OF YEARS n = 108 %age 
0 35 32% 

1 – 5 54 50% 
6 – 10 8 7% 
11 – 15 6 6% 
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16 – 20 4 4% 
21+ 1 1% 

 
 

Teaching Certification 
 

Teachers were asked to how they gained their teaching certification.  Choices 

ranged from the traditional four year B.A. or B.S. certification program through a post-

baccalaureate program of study.  For the purpose of this study this was defined as first 

earning an undergraduate degree and then becoming certified in elementary education.  

An alternative certification program was another choice for elementary certification.  The 

definition used here was some other certification route into education was followed after 

completion of an undergraduate degree outside of education.  One teacher reported 

receiving certification as part of a masters degree program, and one teacher indicated she 

was not certified to teach at the elementary level.  A breakdown of the teacher education 

programs leading to certification can be found in Table 4.9. 

Table 4. 9 What type of teacher education program led to your elementary 
certification 

TYPE OF PROGRAM n = 108 %age 
Regular 4 yr. BA/BS 93 86% 
Post-baccalaureate 6 6% 

Masters Degree 
Certification 

1 1% 

Alternative Certification 7 6% 
Not Certified at the 
Elementary Level 

1 1% 

 

Quality of Education – Undergraduate 
 
 Teachers were asked to rate the quality of their undergraduate experience in 

preparing them to teach reading.  They described their experience as “Exceptional,” 
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“Very Good,” “Adequate,” “Poor,” or “Inadequate.”  The participants were also given the 

option of responding with “Not Applicable” if they received training through a graduate 

program, if they had alternative certification, or if their undergraduate training was not 

designed to prepare them to teach reading.  Teachers’ responses are summarized in Table 

4.10.  

Table 4. 10 How would you rate your undergraduate experience in preparing to 
teach reading 

RATING n = 108 %age 
Exceptional 0 0% 
Very Good 29 27% 
Adequate 45 42% 

Poor 21 19% 
Inadequate 7 6% 

Not Applicable 6 6% 
 

Quality of Education – Graduate 
  

 Graduate experience in preparing to teach reading was included in the survey.  

The same Likert scaled responses were given as choices as with the undergraduate 

experience:  “Exceptional,” “Very Good,” “Adequate,” “Poor,” “Inadequate,” or “Not 

Adequate.”  Since only 19 out of 108 taking this survey had a graduate degree, or it was 

in another field, 82% indicated that this question was not applicable to their situation.  

Table 4.11 displays these responses. 

Table 4. 11 How would you rate the quality of your graduate experience to teach 
reading 

RATING n = 108 %age 
Exceptional 0 0% 
Very Good 10 9% 
Adequate 6 6% 

Poor 3 3% 
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Inadequate 0 0% 
Not Applicable 89 82% 

 

Number of Reading Courses – Undergraduate 
 
 The teachers were asked for the approximate number of reading courses 

completed as an undergraduate.  Teachers were also given the option of responding with 

“Not Applicable” if they received training through a graduate program, if they had 

alternative certification, or if their undergraduate training was not designed to prepare 

them to teach reading. The responses were grouped into ranges of three for selection.  

Table 4.12 presents these data. 

Table 4. 12 How many courses in reading did you have in undergraduate school 

NUMBER OF COURSES n = 108 %age 
0 3 3% 

1 – 3 58 54% 
4 – 6 34 31% 
7 – 10 8 7% 

Not Applicable 5 5% 
 

Number of Reading Courses – Graduate 
  

 Teachers were asked to indicate the approximate number of graduate courses 

taken in reading as well.  The same response choices were given as with the 

undergraduate reading courses.  Since the majority of the respondents did not have a 

graduate degree 87% indicated that this question was “Not Applicable” to them.  Three of 

the 108 teachers indicated that no reading classes had been taken at the graduate level.  

The researcher asked these three teachers as the surveys were turned in if they had 

graduate degrees, mistakenly selecting the “0” (“zero”) category, rather than the “Not 
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Applicable.”  The three teachers indicated that their degrees were in education, but not 

requiring coursework in reading.  The reader is referred to Table 4.13 for a breakdown of 

the data. 

Table 4. 13 How many courses in reading did you have in graduate school 

NUMBER OF COURSES n = 108 %age 
0 3 3% 

1 – 3 12 11% 
4 – 6 4 4% 
7 – 10 2 2% 

Not Applicable 87 81% 
 

Additional Certifications 
 

Teachers were asked to indicate if they had additional certifications or 

endorsements.  The respondents were instructed to circle the listed certification or write 

in any other endorsement or certification. Forty-one of the 108 teachers indicated they 

had acquired an additional certification.  Reading Recovery was the only written in 

endorsement of “Other” by 17 teachers.  A summary of the certifications are in Table 

4.14. 

Table 4. 14 Do you have additional certifications and/or endorsements? 

CERTIFICATION n = 41 %age 
Bilingual 0 0% 

ESL 14 13% 
Special Education 8 7% 
Reading Specialist 2 2% 

Other 17 16% 
 

Reading Habits 
 
 The query into the teachers’ reading habits begins the second half of the 

questionnaire, delving into reading knowledge.  Teachers were asked to select how they 

 37 



 

would describe their own reading habits outside the school day, from “Avid,” through 

“Very Active,” “Frequent,” “Occasional,” “Infrequent,” and finally “No Reading Time.” 

Table 4.15 summarizes the teachers’ reading habits. 

Table 4. 15 Describe you own reading habits 

RATING n = 108 %age 
Avid Reader 16 15% 
Very Active 20 19% 

Frequent 47 44% 
Occasional 19 18% 
Infrequent 2 2% 

No Reading 0 0% 
No Response 4 4% 

 
External PA Questions 

 
The next series of questions investigated the teachers’ knowledge about phonemic 

awareness and how important it is in the learning to read.  Since the questions concerned 

the teachers’ knowledge base and did not deal with the teachers’ phonemic awareness 

ability, these questions are referred to as the teachers’ “external” PA.  

Reading Comprehension vs. Listening Comprehension 
 
 The teachers were given four statement choices concerning reading 

comprehension’s relationship to listening comprehension in students who had not yet 

learned to read proficiently.  Teachers were to select which of the four statements was 

true.  Six teachers did not answer this question. Table 4.16 reflects the teachers’ 

responses. 

Table 4. 16 Reading comprehension scores' relationship with listening 
comprehension scores 

STATEMENT n = 108 %age 
RC > LC 9 8% 
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RC < LC 83 77% 
RC = LC 9 8% 

No Relationship 1 1% 
No Response 6 6% 

 

Phonemic Awareness Definitions 
 
 The teachers were asked to write a definition of phonemic awareness.  The 

responses were assigned a score of a “zero,” “one,” or “two.”  One teacher did not 

provide a definition.  To check inter-rater reliability, a second professional who is very 

familiar with phonemic awareness, independently scored the teachers’ responses.  There 

was a 99% inter-reliability between raters on the teachers’ responses.    

 A “zero” was given to definitions that incorrectly defined phonemic awareness. 

Scoring was narrowed to exclude definitions of phonological awareness, which were also 

assigned a “zero.” The raters felt that the concept of phonemic awareness was too 

important for first-grade teachers to not have a clear understanding between the two.  

Some examples of definitions that received a score of a “zero” were:  

• “The ability to recognize that letters make certain sounds and knowing those 

sounds.  The ability to blend sounds and sound out words.”  

• “The knowledge of sounds to enhance reading. A learning strategy.” 

• “Knowing sounds of letters, understanding word chunks, being able to see small 

words in big words.” 

• “Using phonic skills in reading and writing.” 

Seventy-five of the participants received a “zero” for their definition of phonemic 

awareness.   
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 A score of “one” was assigned to those definitions that were partially correct or 

contained a few “buzz” words associated with phonemic awareness.  If the definition was 

unclear, the rater could not tell if the teacher knew what phonemic awareness was by 

reading what the teacher had written, then the definition was assigned a “one.”  Seven 

percent of the definitions received this score.  Examples of definitions given a rating of a 

“one” were:  

• “Being able to recognize (identify) sounds, patterns, and parts of speech.” 

• “Identifying presence of number of sounds within a word.” 

• “Understanding the sounds in words.” 

• “Applying the sounds of letters and words through oral practice.” 

 A score of “two” was given to definitions that adequately defined phonemic 

awareness; it was clear that the teacher knew what phonemic awareness was. Eighteen 

percent of the definitions received a two.  Examples of definitions that received this score 

were:  

• “Auditory manipulation of sounds and words.”   

• “The ability to identify sounds in oral language and to manipulate those sounds 

effectively.” 

• “Ability to listen to sounds and patterns in words – totally auditory!” 

• “The knowledge and ability to play with, hear and use sounds.” 

Table 4.17 summarizes these data of the definitions. 

Table 4. 17 Define Phonemic Awareness 

Definition Score n = 108 %age 
0 80 75% 

 40 



 

1 8 7% 
2 19 18% 

No Response 1 1% 
 

Phonemic Awareness Activities 
 
 The next task was to list three phonemic awareness activities that they either used 

or have seen used in first-grade classrooms.  The researcher and the second rater 

independently rated the teachers’ written responses, with a 99% inter-rater reliability.  A 

response was assigned a “zero” for incorrect.  Out of the total of 316 activities listed by 

the teachers, 229 or 72% rated a “zero.”  

Some examples of activities receiving a score of a “zero” were: 

• “Open Court.  We use white boards to write and blend words.” 

• “Word study – make words with magnetic letters, read. Undo, make again and 

read.” 

• “I use hand signals to show different phonemic rules to my class.” 

• “Word sort” 

 A “one” was assigned for being somewhat appropriate for a phonemic awareness 

activity, but there was not enough information written to give the researcher and/or the 

second rater to determine if the teacher was on target. Teachers were given the benefit of 

the doubt about how the activity would be conducted, with the teacher’s definition 

considered and referenced to see how the term had been defined before a final decision 

was made on an activity.  Out of the total of 316 activities, 25 activities or eight percent 

received a rating of a “one.” 

These are some examples of activities that received a score of a “one:” 
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• “Syllabication” 

• “Songs and poems for different letter sounds” 

• “Stretching words with hands and mouths” 

• “Draw a Rhyme – Drawing pictures of things that rhyme with given word.” 

 A “two” was assigned to those activities that clearly enhanced phonemic 

awareness development. 62 activities or 20 percent received a “two” out of the total 316 

activities.   

 Example activities that scored a “two” were: 

• “Omitting sounds or syllables and saying the new word, e.g., say zoo without 

/z/ = /oo /.” 

• “We sing songs that substitute sounds in words ‘Apples and Bananas Willoby 

Walloby Woo’ etc.” 

• “Blending words orally. Teacher gives sounds. Child makes word.” 

 If an activity was left blank, no score was given.    

 Table 4.18 – 4.20 summarizes this information.  Table 4.21 is a compilation of all 

three activities and lists the overall percentages for the three possible scores. 

Table 4. 18 PA Activity 1: 

Activity Score n = 108 %age 
0 79 73% 
1 7 6% 
2 22 20% 

 

Table 4. 19 PA Activity 2: 

Activity Score n = 106 %age 
0 72 68% 
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1 12 11% 
2 22 21% 

 

Table 4. 20 PA Activity 3: 

Activity Score n = 102 %age 
0 78 78% 
1 6 6% 
2 18 18% 

 

Table 4. 21 Average of 3 PA Activities 

Activity Score n = 316 %age 
0 229 72% 
1 25   8% 
2 62 20% 

 

Beliefs about Reading and Spelling Instruction 
 
 The next six questions concerned reading and spelling instruction.  The directions 

were to select a Likert scaled response to indicate their level of agreement with the 

statements.  The six-point scale ranged from “Strongly Disagree,” “Agree,” “Mildly 

Agree,” “Mildly Disagree,” “Disagree,” to “Strongly Agree.”   

Ability to Rhyme 
 
 The first statement in this series was, “Ability to rhyme words is a strong 

predictor of early reading success.”  The majority of the teachers either “Strongly 

Agreed” or “Agreed.”  Table 4.22 summarizes the teachers’ responses to this first 

question. 
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Table 4. 22 Ability to rhyme is a strong predictor of reading success? 

AGREEMENT n = 108 %age 
Strongly Agree 50 46% 

Agree 47 44% 
Mildly Agree 9 8% 

Mildly Disagree 2 2% 
Disagree 0 0% 

Strongly Disagree 0 0% 
 

 The second statement was “Letter recognition is a strong predictor of early 

reading success.” This found most teachers again “Strongly Agreeing” or “Agreeing.” 

Table 4.23 summarizes the teachers’ responses to this statement. 

Table 4. 23 Letter recognition is a strong predictor of reading success? 
  

AGREEMENT n = 108 %age 
Strongly Agree 39 36% 

Agree 47 44% 
Mildly Agree 18 17% 

Mildly Disagree 2 2% 
Disagree 2 2% 

Strongly Disagree 0 0% 
 

Poor Phoneme Awareness 
  

 The next statement, “Poor phonemic awareness inhibits learning to read,” found 

the majority of the teachers either choosing “Strongly Agree” or “Agree.”  Table 4.24 

displays the teachers’ responses. 

Table 4. 24 Poor phonemic awareness inhibits learning to read? 

AGREEMENT n = 108 %age 
Strongly Agree 52 48% 

Agree 43 40% 
Mildly Agree 9 8% 

Mildly Disagree 2 2% 
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Disagree 2 2% 
Strongly Disagree 0 0% 

 

Invented Spelling 
  

 “Encouraging the use of invented spelling can help children develop phonemic 

awareness” was the next statement.  The majority of the teachers chose either “Strongly 

Agree” or “Agree.”  These results can be found in Table 4.25. 

Table 4. 25 Invented spelling children develop phonemic awareness? 

AGREEMENT n = 108 %age 
Strongly Agree 48 44% 

Agree 52 48% 
Mildly Agree 6 6% 

Mildly Disagree 0 0% 
Disagree 2 2% 

Strongly Disagree 0 0% 
 

Individual Phonemic Awareness Differences 
 
 The fifth statement in this series, “Individual differences in phonological 

awareness in children help explain reading growth during primary grades,” received a 

wider spread of agreement with the majority of the teachers marking “Strongly Agree,” 

“Agree,” or “Mildly Agree.”  These data are summarized in Table 4.26. 

Table 4. 26 Individual differences in PA help explain reading growth in primary 
grades? 

AGREEMENT n = 108 %age 
Strongly Agree 30 28% 

Agree 55 51% 
Mildly Agree 21 19% 

Mildly Disagree 1 1% 
Disagree 1 1% 

Strongly Disagree 0 0% 
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Phoneme Awareness = Phonics 
 
 The last statement, “Phonemic awareness and phonics mean essentially the same 

thing,” found the majority of the teachers marking “Mildly Disagree,” “Disagree,” or 

“Strongly Disagree.”  One teacher did not answer this question.  Table 4.27 lists their 

responses to this statement. 

Table 4. 27 Phonemic awareness and phonics mean essentially the same thing? 

BELIEF n = 108 %age 
Strongly Agree 3 3% 

Agree 10 9% 
Mildly Agree 18 17% 

Mildly Disagree 15 14% 
Disagree 43 40% 

Strongly Disagree 18 17% 
No Response 1 1% 

 

The “Great Debate” 
 
 The next question concerned the teacher’s reading orientation along a continuum 

of being more oriented toward a whole language philosophy moving across a five-point 

Likert scaled spread toward the phonics end of the spectrum.  The distribution was more 

evenly distributed in this query as 4.28 shows.   

Table 4. 28 My orientation in teaching reading along a continuum 

AGREEMENT n = 108 %age 
Whole Language (A) 4 4% 

B 14 13% 
C 67 62% 
D 20 19% 

Phonics (E) 2 2% 
No Response 1 1% 
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Internal PA Questions 
 
 The next series of questions pertained to the teachers’ own phonemic awareness 

skills.  Therefore, these questions are called “internal” PA questions because they 

investigated the personal skills of the teachers as opposed to knowledge surrounding the 

topic of phonemic awareness. 

“My” Spelling Skills 
 
 Because proficient spelling has its roots in strong phonemic awareness, the 

following statement was included to see what the respondents remembered of their own 

spelling skills as children. The statement the teachers responded to was, “When I was in 

elementary school MY teachers reported my spelling skills to have been…”.  Teachers 

were presented with four choices: “Excellent,” “Good,” “Fair,” and “Poor.”  Table 4.29 

summarizes these data. 

Table 4. 29 How many elementary teachers reported my spelling skills? 

RATING n = 108 %age 
Excellent 44 41% 

Good 43 40% 
Fair 17 16% 
Poor 4 4% 

 
Counting Phonemes in Words 

 
The first task presented the participants with nine words and counting the 

phonemes in each.  Responses were marked by circling a single response out of four 

choices on the questionnaire.  The numbers of phonemes ranged from one to four for the 

first five words and the last four words had between eight to eleven phonemes from 

which to choose.  Table 4.30 summarizes the teachers’ responses on all nine words. 
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Table 4. 30 How many speech sounds are these words (*Indicates correct response) 
Number of phonemes/%age 

WORD: 1 2 3 4 
edge 4/4% 64/59%* 40/37% 0/0% 
thrill 0/0% 16/15% 30/28% 62/57%* 
shook 1/1% 7/6% 98/91%* 2/2% 
quack 0/0% 6/6% 92/85% 10/9%* 

fix 2/2% 10/9% 80/74% 16/15%* 
 8 9 10 11 

understand 39/36% 59/55%* 5/5% 3/3% 
recreation 79/73% 23/21%* 2/2% 4/4% 
problems 97/90%* 7/6% 1/1% 2/2% 
dictionary 66/61% 34/31%* 6/6% 1/1% 

  

Third Speech Sound 
 

The second task required the participants to identify the third speech sound in six 

words.  Table 4.31 summarizes these data. 

Table 4. 31 Identify the third speech sound in these words (*Indicates correct 
response) #phonemes/%age 

   
Word:   Third phoneme [count/%age] 

wretch /ch/* /e/ /t/ /r/ 
 66/61%* 4/4% 37/34% 0/0% 

place /a/* /s/ /p/ /l/ 
 66/61%* 42/39% 0/0% 0/0% 

phoneme /n/* /o/ /ee/ /f/ 
 91/84%* 1/1% 16/15% 0/0% 

station /s/ /a/* /t/ /sh/ 
 1/1% 73/68%* 0/0% 34/31% 

flower /r/ /f/ /ow/* /l/ 
 30/28% 0/0% 78/72%* 0/0% 

simply /m/* /ee/ /i/ /t/ 
 93/86%* 8/7% 3/3% 4/4% 

 

 48 



 

Matching Sounds 
  

 The next two questions asked the teachers to identify the same sound heard in the 

stimulus words, given 4 choices from which to select.  The first word was to find the /ng/ 

in “sing.”  Respondents were also asked to identify and match the first two sounds heard 

in the word, “queen.”  Table 4.32 summarizes these data. 

Table 4. 32 Which of these words has the same sounds as ... (*Indicates correct 
response) 

Word:   Same phoneme/s [count/%age]     

sing signal sign sink* sin 
 50/46% 4/4% 48/44%* 2/2% 

queen bouquet banquet uncle bunker 
 0/0% 103/95%* 0/0% 0/0% 

 

Identify Final Sound 
 
 The next five items asked the teachers to identify the final sound in the stimulus 

words, given four choices.  The stimulus words were “dogs,” “coached,” “knew,” “baby,” 

and “stir.”  Table 4.34 summarizes these five words’ data. 

Table 4. 33 Find the word that ends in the same sound as the stimulus word 
(*Indicates correct response) 

Word:      Final phoneme [count/%age] 

dogs miss has* decks niece 
 6/6% 58/54%* 37/34% 5/5% 

coached trapped* screamed twisted filled 
 81/75%* 14/13% 0/0% 11/10% 

knew sew coy igloo* though 
 2/2% 0/0% 92/85%* 12/11% 

baby gym play comply referee* 
 0/0% 1/1% 0/0% 103/95%* 

stir hear squirrel burr* nerve 
 2/2% 3/3% 98/91%* 3/3% 
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Transitional Spellings 
 
 The final section of the questionnaire presented the teachers with ten words 

spelled with invented or transitional spellings of words.  These words were selected from 

Read’s (1971) and Treiman’s (1986) research.  Because these spellings are phonetic if 

literally sounded out, they were selected as an indicator of the teachers’ own phonemic 

awareness.  Additionally, these were chosen to investigate whether teachers with more 

experience in teaching reading to first grade students may more easily recognize their 

spellings.  

 Generally, the teachers did well on this task, with only three of the words, 

“LEFIT” (elephant), “YRK” (work), and “STAPS” (stamps) being correctly identified by 

less than 50% of the teachers.  However, these were also the items that received the 

fewest responses.  Only 101 teachers out of 108 completed this section, although all were 

permitted enough time to complete it if they so desired.   

 A summary of the transitional spellings and orthographically correct spellings can 

be found in Table 4.34.  Table 4.35 summarizes each teacher’s number of correct 

responses of transitional spellings while Table 4.36 captures the percentage correct of 

each transitional spelling.  Table 4.37 tabulates the incorrect responses written in by the 

teachers. 

Table 4. 34 Please write the conventional spellings for these first graders' 
transitional spellings 

TRANSITIONAL 
SPELLING 

ORTHOGRAPHIC 
SPELLING 

COUNT/%AGE 

FRMMR farmer 94/87% 
LEFIT elephant 5/5% 

CHRAP trap 86/80% 
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SKIE sky 98/91% 
YRK work 51/47% 

JRAGIN dragon 94/87% 
HR her 90/83% 

BRUTR brother 101/94% 
STAPS stamps 29/27% 
AFAD afraid 94/87% 

 

Table 4. 35 Individual Teacher's Transitional Spellings 
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Table 4. 36 Percentage Correct of  Each Transitional Spellings 
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Table 4. 37 Tabulation of Transitional Spelling Errors 

Stimulus Correct Spelling n/% correct Misspellings 
FRMMR Farmer 94/87% summer, from, former, 

from her, firmmer, femur? 
LEFIT Elephant 5/5% laughed, left, leave it? lift, 

lifted, left it, leaf, 
levite the fight 

CHRAP Trap 86/80% tripped, sharp, scrape, 
chirp, crspt, strap, drape, 

drop or chop, wrap 
SKIE Sky 98/91% ski, skie 
YRK Work 51/47% york, your, jerk, irk, hurt, 

dark, wreck, york or yolk, 
I have no idea 

JRAGIN Dragon 94/87% dragging, bargin, jar, jargin, 
jargon, dragging, drag, dragin 

HR Her 90/83% here, hour, our, hurry, hair, 
hear 

BRUTR Brother 101/94% butter, b 
STAPS Stamps 29/27% stops, steps, straps, staples 

states, stabs 
AFAD Afraid 94/87% effect, after 

 
Years Teaching v Reading Philosophy 

 
 Could the length of time a teacher has spent in a classroom impact her reading 

philosophy? A relationship between the total credited number of teaching years and the 

teachers’ reading orientation was investigated. 

 A small positive correlation between the number of years teaching and the reading 

philosophy of .21 was found.  The more years a teacher had taught, the more oriented the 

teacher indicated her teaching was toward phonics. 

Teacher Education v Reading Philosophy 
 
 The second correlation analysis was calculated between the teachers’ 

undergraduate education program and the teachers’ reading philosophy. 
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 A small negative correlation was found of -.12 which is statistically insignificant.  

The relationship suggests that a teacher with only a bachelor degree would be oriented 

more toward phonics rather than toward a whole language philosophy. 

Reading Habits v Reading Philosophy 
 
 A correlation analysis was run on the relationship between the teachers’ reading 

habits and reading philosophy. 

 There was a small negative correlation found of -.11.  An avid reader would be 

more likely to use phonics as her reading orientation.  However, this correlation is 

statistically insignificant. 

Number of Years Teaching v Phonemic Awareness = Phonics 
 
 A correlation was run on the relationship between the number of years of teaching 

experience and teachers’ understanding of the difference between phonemic awareness 

and phonics. 

 There was a slight positive correlation of .06.  This might suggest that the more 

experience the teacher had, the more likely the teacher would disagree that phonemic 

awareness was synonymous with phonics.  However, the correlation is not statistically 

significant. 

Education Program v Phonemic Awareness = Phonics 
 
 Another correlation was run between the teachers’ undergraduate education 

program and their understanding of the difference between phonemic awareness and 

phonics.  
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 Once again there was a very low positive correlation of .05.  This might suggest 

that a teacher with only a bachelor’s degree is more likely to believe that phonics and 

phonemic awareness mean the same thing.  However, this is statistically insignificant 

correlation. 

Reading Habits v Phonemic Awareness = Phonics 
 
 A correlation between the teachers’ reading habits and their understanding the 

difference between phonemic awareness and phonics was investigated. 

 There was an extremely small negative correlation found of -.02.  An avid reader 

is more likely to believe that phonemic awareness and phonics are not the same.  This 

correlation, however, is not statistically significant. 

Reading Philosophy v Phonemic Awareness = Phonics 
 
 A correlation was run between the teacher’s reading philosophy and an 

understanding of the difference between phonemic awareness and phonics. 

 An extremely small negative correlation was found between these two questions 

of -.09.  A teacher who believes that phonemic awareness is synonymous with phonics is 

more likely to characterize her teaching philosophy is toward phonics.  Again, this is an 

insignificant correlation statistically. 

Other Certifications v Reading Philosophy 
 
 The researcher looked for a relationship between additional certifications and/or 

endorsements and the teacher’s reading philosophy.   
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 A positive correlation was found of .20.  This suggests that a teacher who has an 

additional certification is more oriented toward a whole language reading philosophy.  

However, this is a weak correlation. 

Invented Spelling v Reading Philosophy 
 
 The researcher questioned the relationship between the teacher’s belief in 

invented spelling aiding in the development of phonemic awareness and their reading 

philosophy. 

 A small negative correlation was found between these two questions of  

-.05.  This suggests that the teachers who strongly agreed that invented spelling can help 

develop phonemic awareness were also more oriented toward phonics.  However, the 

correlation is so small, it is statistically insignificant. 

Invented Spelling v Spelling Skills 
 
 Another correlation was run between the belief of invented spelling aiding in the 

development of phonemic awareness skills and the teachers’ spelling skills as youngsters.  

This is one correlation that crossed over between the internal and external phonemic 

awareness of the teachers. 

 There was a small positive correlation of .12.  This indicates that the teacher who 

was a poor speller as a child is more likely to disagree that invented spelling can help 

develop phonemic awareness; that is, good spellers believe as adults that transitional 

spelling can help children develop phonemic awareness. 
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Phonemic Awareness Definition v Reading Philosophy 
 
 The teacher’s definition was rated a “0,” “1,” or “2,” by the researcher and 

another professional, independent of one another.  The inter-rater reliability was .99.  A 

positive correlation of .15 was found between the definition and the reading gain scores.  

This was correlated with the teacher’s reading orientation. 

 A negative correlation of -.04 was calculated.  This may suggest that the lower the 

score the teacher received on the phonemic awareness definition, the more likely the 

teacher was to characterize her reading orientation toward phonics.  However, the 

correlation is not statistically significant. 

Part II: Teacher Data with Student Gain 
 
 The second part of the study considered the teacher data in relationship to student 

reading success.  This was the dependent variable of the study, “How much gain in 

reading did each teacher’s students make during the year?” 

 The student scores were compiled by each campus at the end of the school year.  

1037 students’ District Reading Assessments were returned to the researcher.  This 

represented 12 out of the 21 campuses, or 63 teachers who completed the survey.  At the 

time of this study, the school district did not compile the data centrally, hence the less 

than 100 percent return rate.  The researcher did make personal attempts to collect the 

data from the participating campuses but numerous phone calls and emails were ignored 

by the campus lead teachers or principals. 

Each grade has a range of reading levels from beginning-of-year to end-of-year.  

For example, a level of 2A represents a reading level that is congruent with the beginning 
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of second grade; a level of 2C represents an end-of-year reading level for second grade.  

However, the District Reading Assessment for first-graders has seven reading levels, to 

allow closer monitoring of the child’s developing literacy.  For this study, each 

incremental level was assigned a linear number, beginning at 0 for a non-reader, climbing 

to 19 for students who reached the sixth-grade, end-of-year level (6C) of reading.  The 

linear scale allowed calculation of each student’s reading gain.   

To corroborate the information generated by the teacher surveys with student 

success, data were reviewed from both the individually administrated fall and spring first-

grade reading inventories.  Students who did not log the minimum two scores were 

excluded from the analyzed data.  Excluded students were those who moved in or out a 

class without completing the year with his or her assigned teacher.  Data were analyzed 

by computing the mean start-of-year score of each teacher’s class and comparing this 

score to the end-of-year mean student reading score for that teacher’s class.   

 Once the individual questions were entered into Excel, a correlation analysis was 

done using StatView with different questions to see if a relationship existed between the 

teachers who completed the survey and their class’s reading scores.  

Campus Teaching Experience v Student Gain 
 
 The question concerning number of years spent teaching on the current campus 

was not included in the analysis because a single teacher had switched grade levels and 

there was only a discrepancy of one year.  The decision was made to exclude this from 

the data analysis.  
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Teacher Education v Student Gain 
 
 Another correlation was run on the teacher’s ranking of the undergraduate 

education program with student gain. There was a very small negative correlation of -.06. 

This may indicate that teachers with a bachelor degree saw greater student gains, but the 

correlation was so slight that it is statistically insignificant.  

Number of Undergraduate Courses v Student Gain 
 

Could the number of undergraduate reading courses in reading impact student 

reading scores?  The teachers were given a range of answers to select from: “O,” “1 – 3,” 

“4 – 6,” “7 – 10,” and “Not Applicable.”  

  A correlation of .18 is statistically insignificant but may suggest that the number 

of reading courses taken as an undergraduate did not impact student reading scores.  

Unfortunately, the researcher’s question did not specifically ask for the exact number of 

courses taken, and the range was not as sensitive to statistical analysis.   

Number of Graduate Courses v Student Gain 
 
 One final look was taken as to whether or not having an advanced degree 

impacted student achievement.  Only one of the 63 teachers who returned student data 

had a masters degree; however this single teacher’s additional education did not boost the 

class’s reading gain, with a .02 correlation score.  This score is statistically insignificant. 

Teacher Experience – External & Internal Phonemic Awareness v Student Gain 
 
 Three separate comparisons were run. The teachers were divided into two groups, 

those who returned their student data and those who did not.  These two groups were then 

analyzed with regard to years of teaching experience, external phonemic awareness 
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knowledge, and internal phonemic awareness skills against the dependent variable of 

their students’ reading gain.   

External PA knowledge questions included for analysis were: asking about 

reading versus listening comprehension ability, defining phonemic awareness as well as 

giving three activities, and indicating reading orientation.  The questions included in 

internal PA were: self-reported spelling skills, counting phonemes in words, identifying 

the third speech sound in words, matching speech sounds and writing the orthographic 

spellings for transitional spellings. 

A comparison was run between the external phonemic awareness of the 45 

teachers who returned their student data with the 34 teachers who did not return data.  

The “Data Providers” scored a mean of 3.6 (sd 3.45); the “No Data Providers” scored a 

mean of 4.5 (sd 4.60).  This difference was not significant (t = .995, p = .3231).  

When the internal phonemic awareness of the 45 “Data Providers” was compared 

to the 34 “No Providers,” the t-test was insignificant.  The Data group mean was 18.00 

(sd 3.97), while the No Data group average was 18.66 (sd 4.51).  The difference was 

insignificant (t = .677, p = .50). 

One last comparison was done comparing the teaching experience of the 45 

teachers with the 34 teachers.  The “Data Providers” averaged a score of 2.36 (sd 1.68), 

with the “No Providers” averaging a score of 2.09 (sd 1.71).  This difference was not 

significant (t = .694, p = .4896).   
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Teacher Reading Habits v Student Gain 
 
 The teacher’s reading habits were correlated with student reading gains. A 

positive correlation of .25 was found, indicating that a teacher who rarely if ever reads 

saw lower student gains in this study.  Therefore, those teachers who found more time to 

read outside the classroom had students with higher scores although the correlation was 

small. 

Reading Orientation v Student Gain 
 
 The teacher’s reading philosophy was correlated with student reading gains and a 

small positive correlation of .13 was calculated.  This is an insignificant correlation, 

suggesting that teachers with available student data indicated they were half way along 

the “great debate” continuum on the five point Likert scale.   

Ability to Rhyme Words v Student Gain 
 
 The researcher looked at the teacher’s belief of rhyming ability predicting early 

reading success and student reading gains. 

A negative correlation of -.27 was calculated.  This suggests that a teacher who 

agrees that the ability to rhyme words is a strong predictor of early reading success has 

higher student gains. 

Poor Phonemic Awareness v Student Gain 
 
 A correlation was run between the belief of poor phonemic awareness inhibiting 

learning to read and student reading gains. 
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 A small negative correlation of -20 was found, suggesting that teachers who 

“Strongly Agreed” that poor phonemic awareness inhibits learning to read saw greater 

student reading gains. 

Invented Spelling v Student Gain 
 
 A correlation was calculated between the understanding that invented spelling 

aids in developing phonemic awareness and student reading gains. 

 A negative correlation was found of -.06.  Even though it is statistically 

insignificant, it might suggest that the tendency that teachers who agreed that 

encouraging the use of invented spelling can help children develop phonemic awareness 

saw greater student gains. 

Phonemic Awareness Understanding v Student Gain 
 
 A correlation was run on the teacher’s understanding of the role phonemic 

awareness may play in early reading development and reading gains. 

 A negative correlation was found of -.07.  Although statistically insignificant, this 

may suggest that teachers who agreed that individual differences in phonological 

awareness in children help explain reading growth during primary grades saw greater 

student gains. 

Phonemic Awareness = Phonics v Student Gains 
 
 The teachers’ understanding of the difference between phonemic awareness and 

phonics was correlated with student reading gains. 
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 The negative correlation of -.01 was statistically insignificant.  Of note, 70% of 

the 63 teachers who returned student data indicated that they “Disagreed” that phonemic 

awareness and phonics were synonymous. 

Phonemic Awareness Definition v Student Gain 
 
 A correlation was run between the teachers’ definitions of phonemic awareness 

and reading gains.  The definitions were rated either a “0,” “1,” or “2,” by the researcher 

and another professional independent of one another.  The inter-rater reliability was .99. 

A positive correlation of .15 was found between the definition and the reading gain 

scores.  Although statistically insignificant, this would suggest that the higher the rating 

the teacher received on the definition, the higher the student gain.  

Phonemic Awareness Activities v Student Gain 
 
 The teachers were asked to list three phonemic awareness activities they use in 

their classroom.  These activities were individually rated by the researcher and another 

professional independently with a .98 inter-rater reliability.  Activities were rated with 

either a “0,” “1,” or “2.”  The activities of the 63 teachers were then correlated with their 

returned student data. 

 Activity One:  There was a negative correlation of -.11.  The lower the score on 

the activity, the higher the student gains, although the correlation is statistically 

insignificant. 

 Activity Two:  There was a negative correlation of -17.  The lower the score on 

the activity, the higher the student gains, although the correlation is statistically 

insignificant. 
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 Activity Three:  There was a positive correlation of .07.  This statistically 

insignificant number suggests that the higher the score on the activity, the higher the 

student gains. 

Table 4. 38 Student Gains 
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Summary of Results 
 
 In summary, these conclusions were reached based on the analyzed data: 

1. The amount of teaching experience had no effect on how much external phonemic 

awareness knowledge the teacher supplied on the survey; 

2. The amount of college education had no effect on how much external phonemic 

awareness knowledge the teacher supplied on the survey;  
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3. The number of reading courses completed had no effect on how much external 

phonemic awareness knowledge the teacher supplied on the survey; 

4. The amount of teaching experience had no impact on the teachers’ internal 

phonemic awareness skills; 

5. The amount of college education appeared to have no effect on the teachers’ 

internal phonemic awareness skills; 

6. The number of undergraduate reading courses completed appeared to have no 

impact on student reading gain; 

7. The amount of teaching experience appeared to have  no effect on student reading 

gain; 

8. The teachers’ external phonemic awareness did not impact student reading 

achievement; 

9. The teachers’ internal phonemic awareness skills did not impact reading gains; 

10. The amount of college education that a teacher completed had no effect on 

reading success in these classrooms; 

11. The number of undergraduate reading courses taken appeared to have no effect on 

reading success; 

12. There was no evidence of the Matthew Effect in these first-grade classrooms.  A 

student who entered first-grade as a good reader did not make greater reading 

gains through the year.   
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CHAPTER V 
 

DISCUSSION 
 

Overview 
 
 This chapter is divided into two sections to discuss the two major research 

components in this study.  Part I specifically covers the research question that describes 

the 108 teachers who completed the survey: 

• Does experience, including level of education, credited teaching years, and 

number of reading courses taken, impact teachers’ ability to teach students to 

read?  

 Participation in the state’s First-Grade Reading Academy was included in the 

analysis along with other experiential data.  Any correlations that were found were so 

small, they were statistically insignificant. 

 Part II covers the last two research questions that included the 63 teachers who 

returned student reading scores: 

• Is there a correlation between first-grade teachers’ internal phonemic awareness 

and their students’ performance on the District Reading Assessment?   

• Does a relationship exist between first-grade teachers’ knowledge of the 

importance of phonemic awareness in reading acquisition and their students’ 

performance on the District Reading Assessment?  

 This section combines the survey data with the student reading to consider a 

relationship.  The correlations that were found were so small, most were not statistically 

significant. 
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 In summary, no matter how the data were analyzed in this study, few correlations 

were found of any statistical significance.   

PART I: TEACHER DESCRIPTION 
 

Teacher Data Discussion 
 

A survey was completed by 108 teachers in the presence of the researcher. 

Teacher experience ranged from novices to over 30 years, with the mean years of 

experience being between one to five years.  Forty-five percent of the teachers reported 

having between one to five years experience teaching first-grade.  Nineteen percent of 

them were novices, teaching their first year.  These two groups accounted for 64% of the 

participants.  Another 20% of them had between six to ten years experience.   

Research supports years of experience affecting and influencing teaching success 

Anderson, Evertson, & Brophy, 1979; Brophy & Good, 1986; Dill, 1990).  The data were 

analyzed to see if this was true but no supporting evidence was found.  Of the 63 teachers 

who returned their students’ data, their experience is quite limited.  Looking at the 

regression plot of the mean gain of students plotted against overall teaching experience 

and in first grade, the data suggest that experience is not important, but these factors are 

restricted by range of the respondents.  Only three novices returned the data on their 

students.  The largest value entered as range of experience was five years, with one year 

being the mean length of experience. This is only one year more than a novice! 

This may also help explain why no correlation was found between experience and 

student reading gains.  The mean length of teaching experience for teachers who returned 

student data was one year.  Teacher training does not equip teachers for the realities of 
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the classroom.  The novice teacher (who was a student perhaps as recently as six months 

ago) has the same responsibilities as a 25-year veteran.  For both the veteran and 

beginning teacher, issues of classroom management and discipline are major 

preoccupations.  Novice teachers do not have any experience from which to draw, so less 

energy is available for curricular and relational issues while they pass through this 

induction period (Fullan, 2001).   

Only one of the teachers who returned student data had a masters degree, so there 

were not enough data to draw any conclusions about more education affecting student 

gains.  Reviewing these data reveals that 42% of the teachers felt their undergraduate 

experience was “Adequate” and “Very Good” for 27%.  None of participants felt that 

their coursework earned an “Excellent” rating.  However, 25% of them scored their 

undergraduate training as either “Poor” or “Inadequate.”  Some teachers commented that 

they had learned more about reading from a teacher who taught next to them or from an 

outside course or courses the district sent them to or had paid for themselves.  

This may be a reflection of past research.  Surveys of both general and special 

education teachers have indicated that they do not feel adequately prepared to teach 

reading (Lyon, Vaassen, & Toomey, 1989).  Nolen, McCutcheon, and Berninger (1990) 

surveyed pre-service general education teachers’ coursework in reading and writing.  

They concluded that their current coursework was too minimal to adequately prepare 

teachers to address learning needs of students who are at risk of reading failure.  Moats 

(1994) pointed out that many teacher preparation programs fail to routinely include either 

the topic of phonological/phonemic awareness, or the importance of phonemic awareness 
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in beginning reading.  Snow’s committee (1998) found that for some pre-service teachers, 

their college preparation did not adequately prepare them to teach all students to read.  

Bos and her colleagues (2001) surveyed pre-service and inservice teachers and found 

they perceived themselves as only somewhat prepared to teach struggling readers. 

Some of the teachers shook their heads or shrugged their shoulders when reading 

the question asking the approximate number of reading courses taken as an 

undergraduate.  Fifty-four percent of them indicated they had taken one to three classes, 

and some told the researcher that this was only a best estimate.  When asked why they 

didn’t know a more exact number, the typical response was that none of the courses were 

memorable or that only one teacher stood out in their mind.   

The four to six courses option was selected by 31% or 34 teachers.  Perhaps the 

teachers confused discrete reading courses with other methods courses where professors 

are supposed to include reading strategies.  Another explanation for nearly a third of them 

selecting four to six classes might be the teachers with more experience had an emphasis 

on reading as an undergraduate.   

So the teachers struggled with this question.  Several paused and commented that 

they could not remember how many courses they had taken or that they had one professor 

who made an impact but they couldn’t remember any other teachers or courses.  

Therefore, this question may not have been given all correct answers if guessing a 

specific number rather than a range were allowed.  However, the researcher regrets 

grouping the number of courses together as asking the teachers to write in the exact 

number of courses taken may have been more sensitive and revealing.  This is also a 
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place where interviewing the teachers afterward for clarification would have been 

helpful. 

 Texas mandated the passing of the reading portion of the TAAS in third grade 

before promotion to fourth grade in 2002 – 2003 during the 1997 legislative session. 

Texas wanted to ensure that all its teachers had received the same research, background, 

and materials so that they could instruct their students appropriately before imposing this 

high stakes testing.  The legislature allocated money for four days of teacher training 

from kindergarten through the third grade level, beginning with kindergarten teachers in 

the summer before the 1998-1999 school year, and each consecutive grade through grade 

three received training each summer there after.  Each grade level’s four-day summer 

workshop was designed to address that grade’s particular needs, with first-grade’s 

emphasis on identifying the struggling reader (TEA, 1999).  All the respondents in this 

study attended the four days of training for first-grade teachers the summer before this 

study was conducted.  Included within the four days was over a half day of phonological 

and phonemic awareness theory and activities.    

Despite the amount of talk in the literature about phonological and phonemic 

awareness in the past decade, this information is not getting into structured practice nor 

information on how the English language works (McCutcheon et al., 2002a).  Only 19% 

of the teachers could provide an adequate definition for phonemic awareness in this 

study, with an additional 7% providing a marginal definition.  This is even less than in 

the 1990 study where Troyer and Yopp found that about a third of the responding 

kindergarten teachers were familiar with the term “phonological awareness.”  It supports 
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Moats’ (1994) and others’ (e.g., Bos et al., 2001) claim that teachers do not have the 

necessary background knowledge to teach phonemic awareness to their students.  A 

correlation was run between the definition given by the teacher for phonemic awareness 

and the student gains.  This was .15 and although insignificant, may suggest that the 

higher the rating the teacher received on the definition, the higher the student gains. 

Analyzing the responses of this study’s definitions of phonemic awareness reveals 

confusion with the term “phonics.”  Some examples include:  

• “Letter-sound correspondence and ability to use them.” 

• “What letters are and being able to put and use them in words.” 

• “Ability to recognize sounds and their corresponding symbols.” 

• “Applying known sounds of letters to unknown words to gain meaning.” 

This follows along with the statement in the survey about whether phonemic 

awareness and phonics mean essentially the same thing.  Seventy-two percent either 

“Strongly Disagreed” or “Disagreed” with the statement, but 29% indicated confusion 

with the terms.  Not having a clear understanding of the two terms could interfere with 

the efficient teaching of phonemic awareness.  When the statement concerning phonemic 

awareness being the same as phonics was correlated to student reading gains, a 

statistically insignificant correlation of -.01 was calculated.   

 The teachers’ understanding that poor phonemic awareness inhibits learning to 

read fared somewhat better with 88% of the respondents either “Strongly Agreeing” or 

“Agreeing” with the statement.  The remaining twelve percent may not have learned that 

research during the summer Reading Academy.  
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Following this line of questioning, was the statement concerning whether 

individual differences in phonemic awareness help explain reading growth in primary 

grades.  This followed a similar, but even stronger negative pattern.  Seventy-nine percent 

of the respondents either “Strongly Agreed” or “Agreed” with 21% of them not 

understanding the important role phonemic awareness plays in reading growth.   

A correlation was run concerning teachers’ beliefs about the rhyming ability 

predicting early reading success against student gain.  This was calculated to be -.27 

which suggests that teachers who agree that the ability to rhyme words is a strong 

predictor of early reading success have higher student gains.  

Another correlation was calculated between the belief of poor phonemic 

awareness inhibiting learning to read and student reading gains.  A negative correlation of 

-.20 was calculated, suggesting that teachers who indicated that poor phonemic 

awareness inhibits learning to read saw greater student reading gains. 

Studies which have included a focused course on phonemic awareness with 

follow up observations through out the school year, including mentoring, have shown 

much greater student gains and fewer student reading failures (e.g., Ball & Blachman, 

1991; Blachman et al., 1994; Bos et al., 2001; McCutcheon et al., 2002; Moats, 1994; 

Tangel & Blachman, 1995). No direct instruction for the teachers was included as part of 

this study, so no conclusions can be drawn as to whether student gains would have been 

higher if teachers were provided with additional instruction and classroom observations 

throughout a school year.  Also, no direct questions were included about the state 

sponsored four day summer institute or any follow up on questions with personal 
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interviews.  However, all of these teachers attended the four-day First Grade Reading 

Academy provided by TEA during the summer preceding this study. The focus of the 

Academy was “Helping the Struggling Reader” (TEA, 2000).  The importance of 

phonemic awareness was stressed and the attending teachers were afforded time to 

practice activities as well as given a notebook with additional activities to use in the 

classroom.  The workshop allowed the participants to practice activities they could use in 

classrooms, but perhaps the workshop was not of sufficient length to investigate what the 

teachers’ internal PA ability was, to either help reawaken it or to directly teach those who 

were weak in that area.  Or perhaps the information gained from this workshop was just 

not transferred into the classroom.  There was no pre/post-testing to evaluate the teachers’ 

learning at the workshop. 

Another explanation could lie with the campus administrator not following on and 

following through during the year.  Campus leadership has been shown to be the key 

player in implementing change on a campus (Fullan, 2001; Gottesman, 2000).  The 

researcher was in contact with many of the campuses during the year of this study, and 

finds it doubtful that few, if any, of the principals requested to see the Reading Academy 

materials or asked the teachers about the training they received. 

As previously stated, during the summer prior to this study, all the teachers in this 

study had attended the Texas Reading Academy for first-grade teachers.  The researcher 

observed Texas Reading Academy notebooks in only two of the twenty-one classrooms. 

The single teacher who scored herself as having a totally “whole language” 

orientation on the survey, also returned her student data.  It is interesting to note that it 
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was this teacher whose students made the lowest gain of the 63 classes that were 

returned. 

 

PART II: TEACHER PHONEMIC AWARENESS AND SKILLS V STUDENT DATA 
 

External Phonemic Awareness 
 
 The survey question concerning the relationship between reading and listening 

comprehension in beginning readers was answered correctly by 77% of the teachers.  

However, this leaves 23% who did not understand that listening comprehension exceeds 

reading comprehension in less proficient readers in the primary grades.  This is of 

concern since these below-level readers need to be read to on their intellectual level 

(Aaron & Joshi, 1992; Snow, 1998).   

A correlation was calculated between the teachers’ reading habits and student 

reading gains.  With a correlation of .25, this would suggest that those teachers who 

found more time to read outside the classroom had students with higher scores although 

the correlation is a rather weak one.  Seventy-eight percent of the teachers responded 

with “Frequent,” “Very Active,” or “Avid Reader.”  This may reflect more of a socially 

acceptable response since this is a self-report and they are teachers.  Reading is a social 

value that is expected of them and may be reported higher to please the researcher. 

 Although the majority of the teachers, 80%, either “Strongly Agreed” or 

“Agreed” with the statement that letter recognition is a strong predictor of reading 

success, 21% of them were not as sure.  Converging research points to this factor as being 

one of the two most important predictors (Adams, 1990; Bond & Dykstra, 1967; Chall, 
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1996b; Snow, et al., 1998).  Alphabet recognition was a subject covered during the First 

Grade Reading Academy; therefore the teachers had received instruction the summer 

before on its importance.  Since the researcher did not go into the classroom, a comment 

cannot be made as to whether the students who needed more direct instruction with the 

alphabet received it. 

Internal Phonemic Awareness 
 

The internal phonemic awareness queries were insightful.  The questions required 

teachers to contrast what they heard in words against word spellings, which forced their 

attention away from the spelling of the word.  McCutcheon et al., (2002) describes this 

as, “Such a conscious disassociation of sound from spelling is critical if teachers are to 

think about words and their component sounds as children do before they learn to read 

and spell” (p.70).   

 Moats and Lyon (1996) wrote that an impediment to the teaching of reading is the 

teachers’ lack of understanding of the structure of language.  An erroneous expectation is 

that teachers are more naturally aware of the spoken language structure just because they 

can read and are reading teachers.  Moats (1994) compared the required knowledge of a 

reading teacher to that of a doctor when she wrote, “…lower level mastery is as essential 

for the literacy teacher as anatomy is for the physician” (p.94).  The participants in this 

study showed difficulty with this segment of the survey. 

This section began with the question about their childhood spelling skills.  Eighty-

one percent reported that their teachers would say their skills were either “Excellent” or 

“Good.”  The remaining 19% reported weaker spelling skills.  These could have been the 
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teachers who experienced more difficulty with the internal phonemic awareness 

questions. 

A correlation was calculated between the belief of invented spelling aiding in the 

development of phonemic awareness skills and the teachers’ spelling skills as youngsters.  

A small positive correlation of .12 was found which is statistically insignificant.  This 

might suggest that good spellers believe as adults that transitional spellings can help 

children develop phonemic awareness. 

Counting phonemes in words was a difficult task for the teachers.  Only five 

words out of the nine were counted correctly by more than 50% of the participants 

(“edge,” “thrill,” “shook,” “understand,” “problems”).  The lowest percentage was 

“quack,” which was correctly identified by only nine percent of the teachers, where the 

number of phonemes did not exactly match the number of graphemes.  This supports 

Moats’ (1994, 1995, 2002) claims that teachers need more of lower level linguistic 

knowledge in order to better teach their students.  

Identifying the third phoneme in a word was not as difficult a task as counting the 

number of phonemes.  More than half the participants got all the words correct.  

Analyzing the teachers’ errors indicated that the mistakes centered around not separating 

blends into their component sounds.  For example, the lowest scoring word was “wretch” 

with 61% of the teachers correctly identifying /ch/ as the third phoneme.  The next 

highest choice was /t/ with 34% making this choice.  A few of the teachers asked after 

turning in their survey what the correct answer was to this word.  Some of them argued 

that the /t/ could be heard in the digraph.  Although 72% correctly identified /ow/ as 
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being the third sound in “flower,” the highest error was /r/, with 28% making this choice.  

This is seen again in the stimulus “station.”  Sixty-eight percent correctly chose /a/ but 

31% selected /sh/ as the third sound.  Again, the word begins with a blend, which  31% of 

the teachers failed to separate into its individual sounds.  Somewhat puzzling however, is 

why 15% chose /ee/ as the third sound in “phoneme” when the initial sound is clearly a 

digraph. 

Matching sounds contained one easy item and one difficult item.  For “sing” the 

teachers were about evenly split on the final sound.  Forty-four percent correctly found 

the twin sound in “sink” but 46% mistakenly thought “signal” contained /ng/.  “Sign” 

received four percent as well as “sin” received two percent of the vote.  This was clearly 

a difficult task for the teachers.  In this researcher’s experience in working with teachers, 

some have difficulty in understanding nasal sounds /n/, especially when in an 

environment where it is co-articulated to such a extent, it creates a second sound /ng/. 

The teachers fared well in identifying the final sound in words.  “Dogs” was the 

lowest with 54% correctly identifying “has” with the same final sound.  However, 34% 

thought that “decks” contained the same last sound.  The confusion here could lie in 

visually identifying a suffix rather than auditorily identifying the ending sound.   

Although 75% correctly found “trapped” as having the same final sound as the 

final stimulus sound in “coached,” 23% incorrectly selected other derivatives with past 

tense inflections.  Both “screamed” and “filled” are one syllable words like “trapped, 

while the fourth choice, “twisted” is two syllables, and received no votes.   
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The 2% who incorrectly chose “sew” as having the same final sound as “knew” 

were looking at the graphemes, rather than listening to the phoneme.  However, the 11% 

who mistakenly chose “though” is up to speculation.  Perhaps this group misread the 

word as “through?”  However, 85% correctly chose “igloo” as matching the stimulus of 

“knew.” 

The transitional spellings were interesting.  A few of the teachers became agitated 

when they read what they were supposed to do.  One commented that she would not 

allow her children to “spell words like that.”   

Some of the words were selected purposely to be more difficult than others to see 

if more experience with first-grade children would make a difference in “reading” the 

spellings.  This did not prove to be the case.  By far, the most difficult word for the 

teachers was “LEFIT” [elephant].  Only five percent correctly identified it.  The most 

common response was “leave it.”  “Left” was popular, and one teacher wrote “levite the 

fight.”  The teachers were told that these were common transitional spellings of first-

graders. 

Twenty-seven percent of the teachers correctly identified “STAPS” as stamps.  

During the oral or transitional phase of spelling, when children spell “with their mouths” 

(Moats, 1995a), nasals as absorbed, co-articulated by the vowel.  Some of the answers 

were, “stops,” “steps,” and “straps.”  

The other word that scored less than fifty percent was “YRK.”  Only 47% 

correctly identified the word as being work.  The misspellings provided by the teachers 

included, “york,” “your,” “jerk,” “dark,” and “wreck.”  One teacher wrote in, “I have no 
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idea.”  Indeed, teachers had a difficult time listening to the sounds the letters make rather 

than paying attention to the graphemes. 

The teacher’s reading philosophy was somewhat impacted by the amount of time 

spent in the classroom.  A modest correlation of .21 indicates that the more years a 

teacher taught, the more likely she would be oriented toward phonics.  Could this be 

because the more experienced teachers have seen the educational pendulum swing and 

come back to mid-line?  Whereas the less experienced teachers are still exiting schools on 

the tail end of more whole language philosophical leanings? 

Perhaps the lack of statistical significance calculated with the student gains is a 

reflection of the new reading texts.  The state’s reading text adoptions incorporate more 

fundamental skills that teachers could and should routinely include in daily lessons.  

These students may also be a reflection of their preparation received during kindergarten. 

They were the first cadre of students to have teachers who attended the Reading 

Academy for kindergarten teachers the summer before they began kindergarten. 

Practical Implications 
 
 The information gained concerning the lack of understanding and knowledge the 

teachers’ expressed with phonemic awareness (“external” PA) may be of interest to those 

who make decisions concerning professional development.   First, results suggest that 

teachers don’t learn phonemic awareness in reading courses.  Second, all the participants 

had attended the state sponsored First Grade Reading Academy the summer preceding 

this study.  However, a scant 19% of them could provide an adequate definition for 

phonemic awareness.  Decision makers may wish to reconsider how to provide ongoing 
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professional development and support for, if this study is a small snapshot of how 

teachers have dealt with the state’s delivery of important information. 

 Perhaps the Reading Academy did not encompass enough practice for teachers to 

master the information and transfer the learning to the classroom.  More likely the “one 

shot” professional development model utilized by the state failed to provide the necessary 

support and scaffolding for any innovative practices learned at the Texas Reading 

Academy.  Joyce (Gottesman, 2000) has a professional development model that has 

shown to be quite effective with bringing an innovation into standard practice.   Since the 

Reading Academies were a top-down mandate, principals were largely unaware of what 

their teachers were learning in these summer workshops.  Campus administrators are the 

key to successful implementation of any practice (Fullan, 2001).  If these key people are 

not knowledgeable about what teaching behaviors to expect and reinforce, teachers will 

more likely fall back to their old familiar, comfortable teaching patterns.  

 The researcher had been one of the state’s twenty-one trainer-of-trainers for the 

First Grade Reading Academy. The research and materials shared with the teachers was 

developed under the direction of the Texas Center for Reading and Language Arts 

(1999).  The trainers were coached to read the information that the authors had 

predetermined the teachers should hear.  The trainers were further instructed to not stray 

from the script to ensure that all teachers across the state would hear the same 

information.  These same instructions were to be shared with the trainers across the state.    
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 A few participants confided in the researcher that they felt they didn’t need the 

training the state was providing, but attended because their principal made it a 

requirement and they were paid fifty dollars a day by the state to attend.     

Implications for Future Research 
 
 Surveying the teachers for the specific number of reading courses would be a 

change to help identify exactly how many reading courses were taken.  This would be 

much preferred rather than grouping the course work as in this study.  In retrospect, the 

researcher was wrong in grouping the coursework. 

 A future study must consider observing the participants during phonemic 

awareness activities.  This would give the researcher a better picture of how to score 

activities listed by the teachers.  An opportunity to interview the teachers for clarification 

of some of the definitions and activities listed as well as witnessing activities may have 

changed some of the scoring.  Teachers may have the knowledge but not be able to 

articulate it well or be able to give what they are doing a name.  They still may be 

teaching it.  However, without seeing the teachers’ actual instructional practices, this 

cannot be answered. 

 Another future study might try an experimental design to find phonemic activities 

that transfer into practice.  There are many intermediate steps between teacher knowledge 

and delivery of effective content.  Achievement needs to be designed into the training of 

the teachers and followed through into the classroom for fidelity of implementation.  

Then student outcome could be evaluated more closely. 
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 Another possibility would be to collect data from the following school year from 

the same teachers to see if the year after the state’s workshop yielded higher, lower, or 

about equal student scores.   

 To assess the learning of attendees at state mandated trainings, perhaps the state’s 

curriculum writers should consider writing a pre/post-test to accompany published 

workshop materials.  Collecting and analyzing the data might provide insight for ways to 

improve delivery and transfer of knowledge and skills more efficiently into the 

classroom.  Requiring additional coursework does not seem to be called for; rather 

helping teachers understand what they have learned and how it connects with student 

learning would be more cost and time effective. 

 A final suggestion is to show teachers how to align the Texas Primary Reading 

Inventory [TPRI] (TEA, 1999a) with reading instruction for struggling readers.  First-

grade teachers administer the TPRI or other District Reading Assessment a minimum of 

twice a year as mandated by the state.  In this researcher’s experience, some of these 

same teachers do not understand how to connect and transfer this valuable diagnostic 

information from these assessments to design interventions for struggling students.  This 

may be a project for Educational Service Centers or another state agency. 

Limitations of Research 
 
 Any study is not without limitations.  First, this study involved 108 teachers, 

thereby limiting the generalization to a larger population.  However, this school district 

fairly represents a typical suburban school district in central Texas.  
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Since this study did not provide the first-grade teachers with instruction in 

phonemic awareness throughout the course of the school year, the participants did not 

have the opportunity to build upon their skills.  Therefore, without providing direct 

instruction, this study was not able to distinguish between those teachers who understood 

the information gained from past reading courses (including the summer Reading 

Academy) but did not transfer this knowledge into practice or those who had weak 

internal phonemic awareness skills and needed additional direct instruction in order more 

effectively teach students.  This would have also provided an opportunity to ask the 

teachers about the usefulness of the Reading Academy information and materials as this 

would have served as a baseline of training that all had received.   

One limitation deals with the method of data collection.  The researcher was 

unable to visit the classroom of the surveyed teachers to observe classroom activities.  

Therefore, the data concerning the teachers’ phonemic awareness practices and personal 

skills only reflected self-reports from the survey.  Additionally, no mentoring of the 

teachers was possible throughout the year to nurture growth of a developing skill. 

Another limitation with the data collection involved the format of the phonemic 

awareness questionnaire.  The multiple-choice design could have introduced statistical 

“noise” into the results, since the teachers had the opportunity to guess if unsure or did 

not know the answer to a question.  An alternative would have been a fill-in-the-blank 

questionnaire.  A decision was made that the teachers might not complete the blanks on 

questions they were unsure of or did not know.  This did not allow analyses of incorrect 

answers, allowing speculation on the reasons for incorrect choices or questions left blank 
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as a multiple-choice format allowed.  Even though some of the teachers stumbled over 

the multiple-choice question concerning the number of reading courses taken, this 

particular question could have been more closely analyzed if the exact number was 

written in. 

Selection of some of the stimulus words would be different.  Some of the 

phoneme counts in this study were tedious but straight forward in number.  The words 

with eight or more phonemes to count should be changed to graphemes that have fewer 

phonemes to connect with (e.g., church: six graphemes; three phonemes).  A more 

careful selection of past studies’ linguistic tasks would be considered in a design and 

replicated. 

A limitation could also be with the student population.  At the time of the study, 

this district was in a high technology corridor, pulling in highly skilled and educated 

workers.  The suburban community enjoyed a higher socio-economic status lifestyle and 

this district supported only 15% of its students on free or reduced lunch (TEA, 1999).  

This could account for more students coming to school with more educational resources 

available to them and more ready to read and learn.   

A final limitation could have been the teachers’ fear of personal identification 

during the survey process.  Although the teachers were afforded the greatest amount of 

anonymity possible, respondents may have felt they must answer in one particular 

manner or another to please an administrator, or even the researcher.  This may also 

explain why nine of the 21 campuses did not return student data.  Four of these nine 

campuses had TEA ratings of either Exemplary or Recognized at the time of the study. 
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Summary 
 

This study investigated the phonemic awareness knowledge and skills of 108 

first-grade teachers and whether teaching of these skills, understanding of the important 

role phonemic awareness plays in reading acquisition, teaching experience, or the number 

of reading courses taken impacts reading achievement.  Many studies have been 

conducted on understanding the role phonemic awareness plays in learning to read (e.g., 

Adams, 1990; Wagner, Torgesen, & Rashotte, 1994; Weiner, 1994).  This study included 

some of these characteristics but considered an additional component: the teacher’s own 

phonemic awareness.  Could the teachers’ own phonemic awareness skill be a factor that 

improves predictability of student reading success?   

The study was divided into two parts.  The first part involved first-grade teachers 

individually completing a survey.  This questionnaire requested information in a multiple 

choice format on background information, including teaching experience, degrees, rating 

of their university experience, number of reading courses taken and philosophical 

orientation in reading.  Probing the teachers’ own phonemic awareness ability as well as 

their understanding of phonemic awareness was done through teachers identifying, 

locating, and counting sounds in words in a multiple choice format, and indicating the 

level of agreement to various statements about learning to read and phonemic awareness 

using a Likert scale.  Open-ended questions involved the participants in defining 

phonemic awareness, providing examples of appropriate activities, as well as providing 

the orthographic spellings of first-grade students’ common transitional spelling of words. 
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 The second part of the study compared the teachers’ responses to their students’ 

reading scores.  Sixty-three of the surveyed 108 teachers returned their students’ scores as 

measured on the District Reading Assessment, resulting in 1037 student scores.  

Beginning and end of year scores were compared to ascertain student gains.  

 When a multiple regression analysis was applied to the teacher data and the 

students’ mean gains, no correlation was found between the teachers’ knowledge and 

understanding of the importance of phonemic awareness (“external” PA) or when the 

teacher’s own phonemic awareness (“internal” PA) was considered.  The lack of 

statistical significance in the findings suggests that experience, coursework, phonemic 

awareness knowledge or skill do not correlate with student reading gains. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 86 



 

APPENDIX 
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TEACHER SURVEY     
  

Name: ___________________ Campus: _____________________  TRA?_____ 

 

Directions:  Answer each question by circling the appropriate letter next to the answer.  
 
1. Gender 
 

A. Female 
B. Male 

 
2. Age  
 

A. 30 or under  C. 41 – 50 
B. 31 – 40   D. 51 or older  

 
3. What is your racial or ethnic identity? 
 

A. White   D. Asian/Pacific Islander 
B. Hispanic  E.  Native American 
C. African American F. Other 

 
4. Do you speak more than one language proficiently? 
 

A. Yes 
B.  No  (*If “No” skip question 5*) 

 
5. If you answered “Yes” to question 4, what language other than English do you speak 

proficiently? 
A. Spanish  B. French  C. Asian language D. German 
E. Other  ____________________ 

 
6. Select the degrees you hold and fill in the year and university where the degree was 

earned on the blanks below: 
A. Bachelors degree    19____  @ ________________________ 
B. Masters degree      19____  @ ________________________ 
C. Doctorate degree   19____  @ ________________________ 
D. Currently enrolled in Masters degree program and expected to complete my 

degree in 20____ @ ______________________ 
E. Currently enrolled in Doctorate degree program and expected to complete my 

degree in 20__ @ ______________________ 
 
7. What year did you first teach elementary school?  19____ 
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8. Total credited number of years of teaching (enter 0 [“zero”] if this is your first year of 
teaching)? _______ 

 
9. Total number of years spent as an elementary teacher (enter 0 [“zero”] if this is your first 

year of teaching)? ________ 
 
10. Total number of years spent at first grade level (enter 0 [“zero”] if this is your first year 

teaching first grade)?   ________ 
 
11. Total number of years spent on your current campus (enter 0 [“zero”] if this is your first 

year on this campus)?  _______ 
 
12. Total number of years spent teaching first grade on your current campus (enter 0 [“zero”] 

on the line if this is your first year at this campus)?  _______ 
 
13. What kind of teacher education program led to your elementary certification? 

A. Regular 4 year B.A. or B.S. certification program 
B. A post-baccalaureate certification program (i.e., you earned a bachelor’s degree 

and then got certified) 
C. A master’s degree certification program (i.e., you got certified while earning a 

master’s) 
D. An “alternative” post-baccalaureate certification program (i.e., some other 

certification route following your completion of a B.A. or B.S. degree outside 
education) 

E. I am not certified to teach at the elementary level. 
 
14. What is your evaluation of the quality of your UNDERGRADUATE experience in 

preparing you to teach READING? 
A. Exceptional   D. Poor  
B. Very good   E. Totally inadequate 
C. Adequate   F. Not applicable 

 
15. What is your evaluation of the quality of your GRADUATE experience in preparing you 

to teach READING? 
A. Exceptional   D. Poor  
B. Very good   E. Totally inadequate 
C. Adequate   F. Not applicable 

 
16. How many courses in READING did you have in UNDERGRADUATE school? 

A. 0    D. 7 - 10  
B. 1 – 3    E. Not applicable 
C. 4 – 6  

 
17.  How many courses in READING did you have in GRADUATE school? 

A. 0    D. 7 - 10  
B. 1 – 3    E. Not applicable 
C. 4 – 6  
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18. Do you have additional certifications and/or endorsements? 
A. Bilingual  C. Special education 
B. ESL   D. Reading Specialist 
E. Other 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 _________________________________________________________________ 

 
19. How would you describe your own reading habits (i.e., pleasure or leisure reading) 

outside the school day? 
A. Avid reader (I read constantly.) 
B. Very active (I read every day and widely.) 
C. Frequent reader (I read most every day.) 
D. Occasional reader (I read sometimes.) 
E. Infrequent reader (I hardly ever read.) 
F. No time for pleasure reading because I’m a grad student and only have time for 

“professional” literature!  
 
20. For skilled readers, listening and reading comprehension are usually about equal on 

standardized testing.  For children who have not yet learned to read proficiently in K-3, it 
is true that: 
A. Reading comprehension scores are HIGHER than listening comprehension 

scores. 
B. Reading comprehension scores are LOWER than listening comprehension 

scores. 
C. Reading comprehension and listening comprehension scores are comparable, 

about the same. 
D. There is no relationship between reading comprehension and listening 

comprehension. 
 
21. My definition of phonemic awareness is:______________________________________ 
 
22. Three phonemic awareness activities I either use in my classroom or have seen used in 

first-grade classrooms are: 
A. _______________________________________________ 
B. _______________________________________________ 
C. _______________________________________________ 

 
As a teacher, think about what you believe about reading and spelling instruction.  Select the 
response that best indicates to what degree you agree with each item in the appropriate bubble on 
the answer sheet.  “A” means that you Strongly Agree; “B” indicates that you Agree; “C” means 
that you Mildly Agree; “D” means that you Mildly Disagree; “E” indicates that you Disagree; and 
“F” indicates that you Strongly Disagree.   
 
         A B C D E F 
      Strongly   Agree      Mildly       Mildly    Disagree   Strongly 
        Agree             Agree      Disagree             Disagree 
 
23. Ability to rhyme words is a strong A B C D E  F 

predictor of early reading success. 
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24. Letter recognition is a strong  A B C D E  F 

predictor of early reading success. 
 
25. Poor phonemic awareness   A B C D E  F                                      

inhibits learning to read. 
 
26. Encouraging the use of invented  A B C D E  F 

spelling can help children develop  
phonemic awareness.   

 
24.  Individual differences in phonological  A B C D E  F 

awareness in children help explain  
reading growth during primary grades. 

 
25. Phonemic awareness and phonics    A B C D E F   

mean essentially the same thing.    
 
26. Along a continuum, I would characterize my orientation in teaching reading as being: 
      A B C D E  
          Whole Language    Phonics 
 
27. When I was in elementary school, MY teachers reported my spelling skills to have been: 

A.   Excellent    C.   Fair 
B.   Good    D.  Poor 

 
How many speech sounds (phonemes) are in each word? 
 
    A  B  C  D 
 
28. edge   1  2  3  4 
 
29. thrill   1  2  3  4 
 
30. shook   1  2  3  4 
 
31. quack   1  2  3  4 
 
32. fix   1  2  3  4 
 
33. understand  8  9  10  11 
 
34. recreational  8  9  10  11 
 
35. problems  8  9  10  11 
 
36. dictionary  8  9  10  11 
 
What is the THIRD speech sound (phoneme) in each word? 
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37. wretch   /ch/  /e/  /t/  /r/ 
 
38. place   /a/  /s/  /ee/  /l/ 
 
39. phoneme  /n/  /o/  /ee/   /f/ 
 
40. station   /s/  /a/  /t/  /sh/ 
 
41. flower   /r/  /f/  /ow/  /l/ 
 
42. simply   /m/  /ee/  /i/  /l/  
 
43. Which of these words has the same sound as the final sound heard in sing? 

A. signal   B. sign    
C. sink   D. sin 

 
44. Which of these words has the same sounds as the first two sounds heard in queen? 

A. bouquet   B. banquet  
C. uncle   D. bunker 

 
For each of the following words, find one in the row that ends in the same sound. 
    A  B    C     D 
 
45. dogs:   miss  has   decks  niece 
 
46. coached:  trapped  screamed twisted  filled 
 
47. knew:   sew  coy  igloo  though 
 
48. shrink:   sting  fatigue  mintz  antique 
  
49. stir:   burr  squirrel  heard  nerve 
 
The following words are common “invented” or temporary spellings used by children learning 
about English orthography.  Please write the conventional spelling or real word represented, next 
to each word. 
 
          Key 
 
 FRMMR   { farmer } 
 
 LEFIT    { elephant } 
 
 CHRAP    { trap } 
 
 SKIE     { sky } 
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 YRK     { work } 
 
 JRAGIN    { dragon } 
 
 HR     { her } 
 
 BRUTR   { brother } 
 
 STAPS     { stamps } 
 
 AFAD     { afraid } 
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