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Foreword
By Aaron Churchill

Fueled by decades of research about how children learn to read, attention-getting journalism 
on reading instruction, and thousands of parents frustrated with the approach to literacy in 
their own kids’ schools, the “science of reading” movement is sweeping across the nation.1 
In response, state lawmakers are quickly enacting laws that aim to ensure that their schools 
use scientifically based reading instruction. Based on the 2000 National Reading Panel’s 
comprehensive review of literacy research, this science consists of five pillars that comprise 
effective reading instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and 
comprehension.

Over the past decade, Ohio has enacted significant literacy reforms, including the Third Grade 
Reading Guarantee in 2012. But regrettably, the state hasn’t paid much attention to reading 
science. As a result, inferior instructional practices linger in too many Ohio classrooms. These 
methods include “three-cueing,” which wrongly encourages children to guess at words rather 
than actually read them. This practice, along with other discredited techniques, is ingrained in 
the “balanced literacy” and “whole language” programs that remain popular in many Buckeye 
schools. These methods hamstring kids from learning to read effectively and go against 
decades of reading science.

The result is high numbers of children struggling to read. Last year, 40 percent of Ohio’s third 
graders did not achieve proficiency on state reading exams. Non-proficient rates soar to 70 
and 67 percent in Cleveland and Columbus, respectively, and 63 percent of third graders fell 
short of proficiency in the smaller districts of Lima and Middletown. Even in many of Ohio’s 
prosperous communities, more than a quarter of third graders aren’t reading proficiently.

Fortunately, there is light at the end of the tunnel. Earlier this year, Governor Mike DeWine 
unveiled bold initiatives that would overhaul reading instruction in Ohio. If approved by the 
legislature later this summer, his plan would require schools to adopt high-quality reading 
curricula that are aligned to the science of reading, forbid schools from using the “three-
cueing” method, and build teachers’ knowledge and skill in teaching reading. Included also are 
millions in state funding that would support the implementation of reading science through 
new instructional materials and professional development. The governor’s plan appears to be 
on-track for approval by the full General Assembly at the time of this writing.

As longtime supporters of reading science, we at the Thomas B. Fordham Institute are 
encouraged by these movements and the promise they hold for Ohio students. But while 
curricula tend to receive the lion’s share of attention, one under-discussed area is the role of 
teacher preparation. If those who train teachers cling to disproven reading methods, Ohio’s 
new teachers will come into classrooms without the knowledge of reading science, and state-
level curricular reforms won’t gain as much traction in Ohio classrooms. 

To examine Ohio’s teacher preparation programs to see how they approach reading, we 
enlisted the support of the National Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ). Launched by Fordham 
two decades ago, NCTQ has a long track record of reviewing preparation programs in Ohio 
and nationally, as well as strong expertise in the science of reading. In fall 2022—months 
before we knew about the governor’s initiatives—we commissioned NCTQ to conduct a deep-
dive analysis of teacher preparation in Ohio and the state’s reading policies, more broadly. 
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Do Ohio’s preparation programs adequately train prospective teachers in the science of 
reading? Which programs are exemplars and which are not? What steps can policymakers 
and education leaders take to strengthen teacher preparation—and reading instruction more 
generally—in Ohio?

This report includes NCTQ’s brand-new findings on teacher preparation programs. Based on 
expert reviews of twenty-six undergraduate and graduate programs’ elementary education 
reading coursework, the analyses reveal the uneven training that prospective teachers 
receive in the science of reading. Seven praiseworthy programs earn A’s in this review, as 
they provide strong coverage in all five components of the reading science. Disappointingly, 
however, six programs receive F’s. Such programs fail to adequately train candidates in the 
science of reading—and actually promote methods that contradict it. The programs receiving 
A’s in this review enrolled 18 percent of the 1,700 students in elementary education programs, 
including three years of data through 2020–21, while 20 percent attended F-rated programs 
over the same time period. Regrettably, seventeen preparation programs, serving 23 percent 
of teaching candidates, chose not to cooperate with this review, despite repeated invitations. 
The executive summary identifies Ohio’s best and worst preparation programs, and the main 
report includes the grades of all twenty-six programs as well as a more detailed analysis of 
programs’ alignment with the science of reading.

How can Ohio ensure that all teaching candidates receive appropriate training and ongoing 
support in scientifically-based reading instruction? The report offers a number of important 
policy recommendations, notably including: 

• Strengthen the state’s teacher preparation program approval process. Ohio currently
implements a review and approval process for elementary reading programs, but it is largely
driven by compliance measures rather than alignment with reading science. The state
should hold programs more accountable for following the science of reading through in-
depth reviews of their coursework and on-site reviews with reading experts as reviewers.
Moreover, state approval (or not) to continue training teachers should hinge on these more
rigorous evaluations. Recently, the Ohio House introduced provisions such as these in its
version of the state budget bill. Lawmakers should ensure they pass and if enacted, the
Ohio Department of Higher Education should rigorously implement the new review and
approval process.

• Ensure that state-required reading coursework covers all five components of the
science. Under Ohio law, elementary- and middle-school teaching candidates must
take at least twelve credits of reading coursework. Of these, three credits must focus
on phonics—a critical start for effective preparation. But current statutes are vague on
the remaining credits. State lawmakers should strengthen the coursework provision by
specifying that the other nine credits cover phonemic awareness, vocabulary, fluency, and
comprehension.

Though an important policy lever, teacher preparation is one tool in the overall toolkit for 
improving reading instruction. Indeed, providing high-quality curricula and professional 
development are also critical to moving Ohio towards the science of reading. We strongly 
support Governor DeWine’s proposals in these areas, but legislators should shore up the plan 
in the following way:  
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• Add transparency and enforcement provisions to Governor DeWine’s high-quality 
curriculum requirement. As recommended in this report, his plan could be strengthened by 
adding provisions intended to ensure that those excellent proposals get put into practice 
throughout the state. To make sure that schools and districts actually follow the science, 
lawmakers should require the public disclosure of schools’ curricula in use and should 
specify penalties for non-compliance with the curriculum mandate.

Decades of research have yielded clarity about which instructional approaches effectively 
teach children to read, and which approaches don’t. With such unambiguous findings—and 
a pressing need to improve literacy—leaders in many states are now demanding instruction 
that is aligned to the science of reading. Yes, this policy shift cuts against the more traditional 
hands-off approach to curriculum and instruction. But as Governor DeWine himself said, “The 
evidence is clear. The verdict is in. Not all literacy curriculums are created equal, and sadly, 
many Ohio students do not have access to the most effective reading curriculum.”2 

He and other state leaders are right. From the minute candidates enter teacher preparation 
programs until they leave the profession, teachers should be trained and supported to follow 
best practices in reading instruction. If Ohio can make this a reality, more Buckeye students 
will reap the lifelong benefits of being strong, fluent readers.
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Executive Summary
Strong reading and literacy skills are essential to success in the modern workplace and for 
full participation in today’s society. The road to becoming good readers starts early, with 
elementary schools playing a critical role both in teaching children foundational reading skills 
and in giving them the rich academic content needed to comprehend various kinds of texts.

In order for children to learn to read proficiently, their teachers must understand the “science 
of reading” and apply practices aligned to it. This science focuses on five core components 
of effective reading instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and 
comprehension (page 9 summarizes each). A large body of research shows that when 
teachers anchor instruction in these components—while shunning ineffective approaches like 
“three-cueing,” which notoriously encourages children to guess at words—students are far 
more likely to become strong readers.

Building this instructional skill-set starts with the right teacher preparation, as well as strong 
supports for teachers, particularly beginning teachers, once inside the classroom. But do 
Ohio’s schools of education adequately prepare prospective elementary-school teachers in the 
science of reading? Or are they neglecting it and possibly instilling bad habits that will be hard 
to break? Separately, but just as important, how can schools continue to support teachers—
including veteran teachers—in the reading science once they’re in the classroom?

The first part of this report analyzes twenty-six Ohio preparation programs—both 
undergraduate and graduate—that over three academic years ending in 2020–21 prepared 
1,700 elementary teacher candidates, representing over 75 percent of the total completers 
during that time. Expert reviewers carefully examined course materials and syllabi to gauge 
programs’ alignment with the science of reading. The review yields mixed results, with some 
programs providing strong coverage of reading science and others barely scratching the 
surface (or worse, actually teaching candidates bad stuff). Key findings include:  

• Just nine out of twenty-six elementary teacher preparation programs in Ohio provide
adequate coverage of all five components of reading (phonemic awareness, phonics,
fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension).

• Six programs adequately cover just one component of reading, or none at all.

• Most Ohio preparation programs do not give teachers sufficient hands-on practice across
all five components. While candidates may observe lessons, many never get to practice,
such as planning and demonstrating lessons in vocabulary and comprehension.

• More than half of Ohio programs promote multiple practices in their courses that are
contrary to research-based methods (e.g., “three-cueing,” “balanced literacy,” or “leveled
texts”). Teaching these practices can undermine the effect of scientifically based reading
instruction, even if that is also being taught.

Based on analyses of alignment with the reading science, each program is assigned an overall 
letter grade. Those receiving A’s adequately cover all five components and make little or no 
use of contrary practices. In contrast, low-rated programs inadequately incorporate reading 
science into their coursework and may also promote multiple contrary practices.     
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• Seven Ohio programs earn overall A’s in our review: Marietta College, Mount St. Joseph 
University, Ohio University, University of Dayton, University of Findlay, University of Rio 
Grande, and Youngstown State University. 

• Six programs earn overall F’s: Ashland University (undergraduate and graduate programs), 
Defiance College, Kent State University, Miami University, and the University of Toledo.

• Unfortunately, some of Ohio’s largest teacher preparation programs, such as those at Kent 
State University, Miami University, and Ashland University earn D’s or F’s. As a result, just 44 
percent of Ohio’s elementary teacher graduates come from programs that receive an A or a 
B in this review.

The uneven results point to a need for stronger teacher preparation policies to ensure that all 
prospective primary-grade teachers in Ohio are trained in the science of reading. This report 
offers several recommendations, of which the most crucial are:

• Ensure that Ohio’s reading coursework requirements include all components of the 
science of reading. Currently, Ohio requires elementary teacher prep programs to dedicate 
twelve credit hours to reading instruction, including a three-credit course in phonics. The 
phonics requirement is praiseworthy, but state law is vague about the content of the other 
nine credits. Lawmakers should require an explicit focus on phonemic awareness, fluency, 
vocabulary, and comprehension for the remaining courses. 

• Strengthen the state’s review and approval process for teacher preparation programs. 
Ohio currently implements a largely superficial review of preparation programs that doesn’t 
hold them rigorously accountable for training teachers in the science of reading. The Ohio 
Department of Higher Education (ODHE) should strengthen this process by including 
reviews of course materials and on-site visits by trained reading experts that gauge 
program alignment with the science. 

• Include consequences for preparation programs that refuse to follow the science. ODHE 
should issue either conditional approvals or non-approvals for programs that are unwilling to 
implement scientifically based reading instruction. 

Strengthening teacher preparation will ensure that a future generation of educators is properly 
trained, but it won’t help current teachers who need to transition to scientifically based 
instruction. It also does little good to train teachers in the science of reading, but then allow 
their schools to use methods that are contrary to the science. The second part of this report 
discusses two additional areas of reform—curriculum and professional development—that 
legislators should leverage to ensure that all students, including those taught by veteran 
instructors, are learning to read through appropriate methods. Key recommendations include:

• Require schools to select vetted literacy curriculum. As proposed by Governor DeWine, 
Ohio should require all its public schools to adopt core, supplemental, and intervention 
materials from a state-approved list of high-quality reading curricula aligned to the science 
of reading. When implementing this requirement, the Ohio Department of Education (ODE) 
should decline to approve curricula that rely on weak instructional methods (e.g., Fountas & 
Pinnell Classroom and Lucy Calkins’ Units of Study).

• Make schools’ reading curricula public, while specifying consequences for non-
compliance. Legislators should strengthen the governor’s literacy plan by adding 
transparency and enforcement provisions that ensure that schools truly follow the science 
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of reading. Lawmakers should further specify what exactly the professional development 
will entail and include a requirement that the professional development be approved by the 
Ohio Department of Education..

• Ensure high-quality professional development, with clear expectations for teacher
improvement. In his budget outline, Governor DeWine proposed significant funding to
support professional development in the science of reading. This is much-needed in a
state where too many current teachers have been poorly trained. However, lawmakers
should further specify what exactly the professional development will entail and include
a requirement that participants demonstrate acquisition of knowledge in the science of
reading through an assessment system.

The research is clear about how reading develops and the best methods to teach children how 
to read. Teachers deserve access to this knowledge and skills, and every student deserves 
to be taught in a way that ensures their success. With a strong move towards the science of 
reading, more Ohio students will have the literacy foundation needed to succeed in school—
and in life.

Introduction
All children need to learn to read proficiently, but that’s not going to happen until and unless 
all their early-grade teachers equip them with the essential skills and tools. To that end, all 
teachers need rigorous preparation and support that empowers them to help students achieve 
this goal. Yet more than one-third of fourth graders3 across the country cannot read at a basic 
level.4  Not learning how to read fluently in elementary school has dire lifelong consequences. 
Students who are not reading at grade level by the time they reach fourth grade are four times 
more likely to drop out of high school.5 This, in turn, causes big problems for them as adults: 
lower lifetime earnings,6 higher rates of unemployment,7 and greater likelihood of entering 
the criminal justice system. Even more alarming, the proportion of students who cannot read 
proficiently by fourth grade is higher for students of color, students with disabilities, and those 
who grow up in low-income households—thus perpetuating existing disparities.8 

Unfortunately, Ohio’s reading performance mirrors that of the nation. The most recent National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) (2022) shows that only 35 percent of fourth-
grade students in Ohio are proficient (or above) in reading. Students living in poverty have 
much lower fourth-grade reading proficiency rates, with only 20 percent of students eligible 
for the National School Lunch Program scoring proficient or above, compared with 47 percent 
of students from higher-income families. The gap between Black and White students is also 
large, with only 14 percent of Black students reading proficiently, compared with 39 percent 
of White students. These gaps in proficiency rates for different student groups have widened 
over the past two decades – and having nothing to do with student ability and everything to 
do with how and what they are being taught.

These results are preventable. Effective literacy instruction can dramatically change the 
life outcomes of thousands of Buckeye students. The National Institutes of Health have 
been studying how children learn to read for over six decades, producing strong evidence 
demonstrating that all but about 5 percent could learn to read if:
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1. their teachers are taught the most effective, scientifically proven methods that they 
implement in their classrooms; 

2. schools purchase curriculum materials based on this science of reading; 

3. teachers receive targeted support from experts in the science of reading; and 

4. when necessary, students receive targeted, intensive support as they learn to read.9 

So what is the “science of reading”? Building on comprehensive reviews of studies about how 
children learn to read, the NIH-sponsored National Reading Panel in 2000 concluded that 
effective literacy instruction includes five core components: Developing students’ phonemic 
awareness allows them to understand the sounds made by spoken words, and phonics 
instruction enables students to systematically map those speech sounds onto letters and 
letter combinations so they can “decode” words. Teachers must promote extended practice to 
read words and passages so that students develop their fluency, which allows them to devote 
their mental energy to the meaning of the text. It is also critical for teachers to build student 
vocabulary, a skill closely connected with comprehension, ensuring students understand 
what is being read to them and what they will read themselves.10 The science of reading 
includes the methods, based on research, that help children learn to read. Importantly, the 
science of reading is more than just phonics instruction. All the components, working together, 
are essential to developing strong readers.

While Ohio has begun to tackle reading instruction with some pockets of success, much 
work remains to be done. In many districts, Ohio not only neglects proven methods, but also 
actively propagates disproven methods. One significant challenge for the state is its strong 
historical ties to the “whole language movement,” an approach to literacy instruction that 
ignores or deemphasizes key components of reading science and instead includes disproven 
methods of teaching reading. Particularly problematic is the three-cueing method, which 
instructs students to guess a word based on context, such as a picture or the first letter of 
the word, rather than learn to sound it out.11 The state is also home to architects of popular 
reading materials that perpetuate ineffective teaching strategies and are disseminated 
through curriculum materials and professional development. For example, the Fountas and 
Pinnell Classroom curriculum was co-developed by faculty at Ohio State University, and, 
despite recent national evaluations12 that deem it misaligned to the science of reading (e.g., 
missing are daily opportunities to practice decoding sounds and spelling patterns), the authors 
continue to stand by their work. As a result, many Ohio districts are steeped in the use of 
misaligned curricula, and many Ohio teachers leave costly trainings having learned debunked 
instructional practices.

Similar shortcomings afflict intervention programs designed specifically for struggling readers. 
Reading Recovery, an intervention program introduced by Ohio State University in 1984, was 
implemented widely across the state and the country and—to be fair—some early evaluations 
found positive effects in first grade. However, a more recent study has found that students 
who participated in Reading Recovery actually performed significantly worse on third and 
fourth-grade reading outcomes than comparable students who never had this intervention.13 

The National Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ) has been tracking the implementation of 
the science of reading in teacher preparation and state policy for well over a decade. Over 
the years, NCTQ has also engaged with practitioners and advocates in Ohio to encourage 
scientifically based reading instruction. We have seen promise and progress, such as the 2012 
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enactment of the state’s Third Grade Reading Guarantee, a significant early literacy reform 
package that requires interventions for struggling readers. More recently, Governor DeWine 
has proposed legislation that would require scientifically based reading instruction across the 
state. To assist with implementation, the governor’s proposal also includes funding for new 
curriculum and teacher training.14 

This report provides research and recommendations to further support the rigorous 
implementation of scientifically based reading instruction in Ohio. It includes a new analysis 
of Ohio’s teacher preparation programs and the extent to which they teach the science 
of reading. Teacher prep programs play a critical role in providing aspiring teachers with 
the knowledge and skill to effectively teach children to read–and their graduates impact 
thousands of Ohio’s children. If teacher preparation programs use disproven practices to teach 
aspiring teachers, Ohio’s K-12 schools will need to bear the burden of time and expense to 
retrain their teachers or risk exposing students to poor instructional practices. Based on the 
analyses of teacher preparation programs, the report also discusses opportunities for state 
legislators to better ensure that prospective teachers are properly trained in the science of 
reading. Beyond teacher preparation, the report examines and offers policy suggestions that 
would strengthen Ohio’s promising initiatives around high-quality instructional materials and 
professional development.

The status quo is far from inevitable. With research in hand and strong leadership across 
the state, Ohio can make big changes on behalf of kids. The current reality is devastating.  
We know the solution to this reading crisis, and we need to implement a comprehensive 
approach at scale. Ohio’s 1.6 million students need to learn to read. 

Teacher Preparation
Scientifically based reading instruction is grounded in research on how students learn to read. 
It builds off the 2000 National Reading Panel report,15 which emphasizes the importance of 
alphabetics (phonemic awareness and phonics), fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension 
and is based on decades of research. A 2016 report by the Institute of Education Sciences 
(updated in 2019) offers teachers actionable, evidence-based recommendations to teach 
reading. It also examines the recommendations of the National Reading Panel and confirms 
the validity of the 2000 report.16 

In Ohio, as in the rest of the United States, many elementary teachers never get trained 
in scientifically based reading instruction during their time enrolled in teacher preparation 
programs. Unbeknownst to them, they enter the classroom well-intentioned but inadequately 
prepared to teach kids to read. Ensuring that all teachers are prepared to teach reading 
aligned to the science before they enter the classroom should be a key goal of schools of 
education as well as state policymakers. 

To gauge how well states—and individual preparation programs—are training prospective 
teachers in the reading science, NCTQ will soon release a national report, The Teacher 
Prep Review: Strengthening Elementary Reading Instruction. This update of NCTQ’s 2020 
analysis includes several revisions aimed at raising expectations for the time and attention 
that programs dedicate to the five core components of reading (phonemic awareness, 
phonics, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension). These updates were based on a multi-year 

https://www.nctq.org/pages/TPR-Standards-Revision-Reading
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revision process17 that included significant input from experts and practitioners, including 
some from Ohio. (An overview of the methodology can be found in Appendix A.) The revised 
methodology also accounts for the presence of flawed reading practices that endure in some 
teacher preparation programs. More information about the scoring rubric, details on how the 
instructional approach targets were set, the sample of programs, information about contrary 
practices, and specifics on how the analysis was completed can all be found in the Reading 
Foundations Technical Manual.18

NCTQ reviewed course materials provided by nearly 700 elementary teacher preparation 
programs—26 in Ohio—seeking evidence that they are guided by what is known empirically 
about how to effectively teach reading in the early grades. To determine if a program 
adequately covers each core component, e.g., phonics or vocabulary, NCTQ looked for 
evidence across four instructional elements: background materials, instructional time, 
measures of knowledge, and practice. Four questions guided the analysis:

1. Does the program use background materials/textbooks aligned to the science of reading?

2. Does the program dedicate sufficient instructional time to teaching each component?  

3. Does the program use measures such as tests, quizzes, or assignments to verify the 
candidate’s acquisition of knowledge?

4. Does the program offer ample opportunity for candidates to practice the implementation 
of each component?

Programs that exhibit a preponderance of evidence that they address the component (i.e., 
earning eight out of 12 points, or 67 percent) across these four instructional elements are 
deemed to “adequately cover” the component. The following reports the results from analyses 
of Ohio’s teacher preparation programs in reading, which train roughly 70 percent of teacher 
candidates across Ohio.

How well do Ohio’s teacher preparation programs address 
scientifically based reading instruction? 
Across the state, teacher preparation programs vary significantly in the extent to which they 
train teachers in the science of reading. On the one hand, 35 percent of Ohio’s programs (nine 
out of twenty-six) adequately cover all five core components of reading. On the other hand, 23 
percent cover one or zero components adequately (six out of twenty-six). The overall average 
program in Ohio adequately addresses only three of the five components of scientifically 
based reading instruction. While Ohio ranks 14th in terms of the number of components the 
average program covers, the state also ranked 8th in the average number of practices taught 
that are not aligned with the research, a stark example of the dichotomy that exists between 
programs in implementing reading science. The typical preparation program struggles to 
provide teaching candidates with comprehensive training in the science of reading.

https://www.nctq.org/pages/TPR-Standards-Revision-Reading
https://www.nctq.org/pages/TPR-Standards-Revision-Reading
https://www.nctq.org/dmsView/Teacher_Prep_Review_Reading_Foundations_Technical_Report
https://www.nctq.org/dmsView/Teacher_Prep_Review_Reading_Foundations_Technical_Report
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Five Core Components
All five components are equally essential, so it is important to unpack which components 
are in greatest need of additional attention in Ohio teacher prep programs. Most likely due 
to the specific state policy requiring programs to deliver a three-credit course in phonics, 
one strength of Ohio’s preparation programs is that 80 percent provide adequate coverage 
of phonics (though it’s alarming that 20 percent do not). Meanwhile, roughly 60 percent 
of programs provide adequate coverage of comprehension and vocabulary. Phonemic 
awareness and fluency are the two least-covered components in Ohio, with roughly 50 
percent of programs covering each. This pattern mirrors our national analysis, which found 
that preparation programs across the country tend to have the least coverage of phonemic 
awareness and fluency.
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Teaching content contrary to research
The research is clear on how skilled reading develops and on the instructional practices most 
likely to result in children becoming skilled readers—as well as the methods that their teachers 
should not be using, methods that run counter to the research. Even when programs teach 
these contrary practices alongside research-based methods, they risk confusing aspiring 
teachers as well as their pupils and may lead new teachers to implement debunked practices 
that prevent students from becoming efficient readers. 

In their analysis of course materials, NCTQ expert analysts collected instances in which there 
was evidence that a preparation program includes at least one of nine identified practices 
that run contrary to the science of reading. These practices include the following, with a brief 
explanation of each (for detailed information about what these consist of and why they are 
problematic, see Appendix B):
• Three-cueing systems 
• Running records
• Miscue analysis
• Balanced literacy models
• Guided reading
• Reading Workshop
• Leveled texts
• Embedded/implicit phonics
• Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA), Informal Reading Inventory (IRI), or Qualitative 
Reading Inventory (QRI)

Overall, Ohio teacher prep programs incorporated more of these contrary practices than, 
on average, that of the country as a whole. The average Ohio program dedicated some 
instructional time to more than two practices (2.2) that run contrary to scientifically based 
reading instruction, ranking eighth highest in the country, with guided reading and running 
records found most commonly. Figure 3 below shows that six programs include four or more 
contrary practices, while fourteen out of twenty-six programs include two or more practices.  

Figure 3: The Number of Contrary Practices Taught in Ohio’s Programs 
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Description of practices not aligned with research

Three-cueing systems: Also known as the structure/meaning/visual system (SMV), three-cueing 
describes the support for early word recognition that relies on cues that helps students guess the 
word based on context or pictures as well as the letters in the word.

Running records: Running records is an assessment in which a teacher observes a student’s oral 
reading of a passage and records the number of errors to calculate the accuracy level, which 
informs students’ reading levels. 

Miscue analysis: Grounded in the idea students use clues, or “cues,” to determine what a word is, 
miscue analysis is a practice employed by teachers to use errors in students’ reading to determine 
the strategies they’re using to read (or guess) words, which can distract from helping students 
learn to decode the words.

Balanced literacy models: Balanced literacy models represent an approach to reading 
characterized by the use of read-alouds, shared readings, small group guided reading, and 
independent reading, typically relying heavily on leveled books and focusing on meaning-based 
instruction. In contrast to structured literacy, balanced literacy models often eschew the explicit, 
systematic teaching of phonemic awareness and phonics skills, demonstrating a preference for 
approaches emphasizing context clues, like three-cueing.

Guided reading: Guided reading is an approach to reading instruction where students are grouped 
according to their “reading level” and asked to read appropriately “leveled texts.” Instruction 
focuses on reading for meaning, and the practice typically promotes using cues (including 
background knowledge and pictures), English syntax, and visual information (including sound-
symbol relationships).

Reading Workshop: Units of Study is commonly called, “Reading Workshop,” and is a balanced 
literacy curriculum characterized by the use of read-alouds, small group-guided reading, shared 
readings, and independent reading.

Leveled texts: Leveled texts are “reading materials that represent a progression from more simple 
to more complex and challenging texts.” These texts are often used based on the premise that 
student learning should primarily occur using texts at their “instructional level,” which they read 
with a high (but not perfect) level of accuracy with some support from a teacher.

Embedded/implicit phonics: In contrast to explicit (or synthetic) phonics instruction, embedded 
or implicit phonics instruction links the reading of children’s literature or texts for the purpose of 
developing meaning, where “sound/spelling correspondence are inferred from reading whole words 
and introduced as students encounter the in text.”

Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA), Informal Reading Inventory (IRI), or Qualitative 
Reading Inventory (QRI): These assessments are typified by a student reading orally from a 
passage (DRA), or a list (IRI, QRI), while an instructor tracks student errors.



15

Why are these practices so concerning? 
While some children will learn to read with little instruction, that is not the case for most 
students. For example, guided reading is a key component of balanced literacy models and 
consists of small-group lessons where students are grouped by reading levels and matched 
with leveled texts. Guided reading teachers prompt students to use reading strategies that 
involve three sources of text information or cues. Groups of students participate in teacher 
read-alouds, text reading and writing in a variety of formats, and mini-lessons designed to 
teach how letters and words work. While multiple studies have found explicit instruction to 
be more effective, one study, in particular, found that for phonological decoding, explicit 
instruction produced gains twice as great as guided reading; and on two measures of 
comprehension, explicit instruction delivered gains four times those from guided reading.19

Another popular practice that is not supported by reading science is the “three-cueing 
system.” Children who encounter a word they do not recognize are instructed to use one of 
three strategies: “guess what the word might be” based on context; “look at the picture to help 
guess what the word might be;” and “look at the first letter to help guess what the word might 
be,” and if the guess makes sense, then check to see if it “looks right.”20 Despite widespread 
use by K-2 and elementary special education teachers, and the inclusion of three-cueing in 
curriculum currently in use in Ohio, such as Fountas and Pinnell, reading experts discourage 
guessing techniques because they represent lost opportunities to help children practice 
decoding,21 and the strategy is an ineffective one for reading advanced texts.22 

Too many Ohio programs incorporate practices that aren’t supported by science and that can 
undermine the effect of scientifically based reading instruction, even if the science-based 
methods are also being taught. Assessment strategies, such as running records, make up 
several practices that top the list of practices still being taught in Ohio teacher preparation 
programs that run contrary to research. The result is confusion at best and damaged reading 
skills at worst.

Practice Makes Perfect
It seems intuitive: To get better, you need to practice. In teacher preparation, practice takes 
many forms, such as one-on-one tutoring with a student, administering a mock assessment 
to fellow teacher candidates, or conducting a lesson during a field experience. Regardless 
of the format, practicing reading instruction methods is essential to preparing new teachers 
to implement them in their own classrooms.23 For this review, analysts assessed whether 
teacher prep programs in Ohio provided any type of practice opportunity for each specific 
core component (e.g. phonics, fluency) during coursework. In Ohio, of all the components, 
programs give candidates the most opportunity to practice phonics instruction; yet barely two 
in five give candidates multiple opportunities to practice this important skill. Two programs out 
of three offer no practice opportunities in fluency or vocabulary.

Field experiences (or practice teaching opportunities in a real school setting) are often 
designed to coincide with a course, but do not prescribe practice opportunities connected to 
specific components of reading. For example, students may spend hours in the field, but the 
practice is not connected to the course concepts and the reading components, and depends 
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on what the cooperating teacher is covering. A student teacher may never be required to 
administer a reading assessment of students’ comprehension or demonstrate how they would 
support a multilingual student to gain phonemic awareness in English. 

Figure 4: Opportunities to practice by reading component in Ohio programs
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Individual teacher preparation program performance
The good news is that Ohio is home to several education schools identified by NCTQ as 
exemplary because they adequately follow the science of reading and teach zero contrary 
practices. Thus, they serve as models to the rest of the country. These exemplary programs 
include the University of Dayton, the University of Findlay, Mount St. Joseph’s University, the 
University of Rio Grande, and Youngstown State University. The bad news is that 23 percent 
of programs in the state adequately cover none or just one component of the science of 
reading and multiple programs teach four or more (out of nine) contrary practices. The table 
below has a full breakdown of performance by individual program.
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School
Program 
Type 

Undergrad 
or Grad

Grade
Adequate coverage of... Count of 

Contrary 
Practices
Out of 9

Phonemic 
Awareness Phonics Fluency Vocabulary Comprehen-

sion

Ashland 
University UG F No

3.6 points
Yes
8 points

No
5.5 points

No
3.8 points

No
6 points 7

Ashland 
University G F No

3.6 points
Yes
8 points

No
5.5 points

No
3.8 points

No
5.5 points 7

Bowling 
Green State 
University

UG B Yes
12 points

Yes
12 points

Yes
9 points

Yes
11 points

Yes
12 points 4

Central 
State 

University
UG B Yes

8.3 points
Yes

10 points
No

7.3 points
Yes

10 points
Yes

10 points 2

Cleveland 
State 

University
UG D No

5.1 points
Yes

12 points
No

6 points
Yes
9 points

No
5.8 points 1

Cleveland 
State 

University
G D No

5.1 points
Yes

12 points
No

6 points
Yes
9 points

No
5.8 points 1

Defiance 
College UG F No

3.9 points
No

5.1 points
No

2.3 points
No

5 points
No

3 points 3

Kent State 
University UG D No

5.1 points
Yes

9.5 points
No

5.7 points
No

4.6 points
Yes
8 points 3

Kent State 
University G F No

1.1 points
No

2.5 points
No

4.1 points
No

0.5 points
Yes
9 points 3

Marietta 
College UG A Yes

12 points
Yes

12 points
Yes

10 points
Yes

11 points
Yes

11 points 1

Miami 
University 
of Ohio

UG F No
1.5 points

No
1.6 points

No
3.3 points

No
3 points

No
0.3 points 1

Mount St. 
Joseph 
University

UG A Yes
10 points

Yes
10 points

Yes
10 points

Yes
11 points

Yes
12 points 0

Ohio State 
University* UG B No

7.9 points
Yes

11 points
Yes

8.3 points
Yes
9 points

Yes
9 points 3

Ohio State 
University* G D No

6.6 points
No

6.3 points
Yes

8.8 points
Yes

8.3 points
No

7.8 points 2

Ohio 
University UG A Yes

8.9 points
Yes

11 points
Yes
9 points

Yes
9 points

Yes
11 points 1

Shawnee 
State 

University
UG D Yes

9.5 points
Yes

9.5 points
No

6.6 points
No

7.9 points
Yes

8.5 points 4

University 
of Akron UG B Yes

12 points
Yes

12 points
Yes

12 points
Yes

10 points
Yes

12 points 5

University 
of Dayton UG A Yes

8.3 points
Yes

12 points
Yes

10 points
Yes

11 points
Yes

10 points 0
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School
Program 
Type 

Undergrad 
or Grad

Grade
Adequate coverage of... Count of 

Contrary 
Practices
Out of 9

Phonemic 
Awareness Phonics Fluency Vocabulary Comprehen-

sion

University 
of Findlay UG A Yes

11.6 points
Yes

11 points
Yes

12 points
Yes

12 points
Yes

12 points 0

University of 
Rio Grande UG A Yes

9.6 points
Yes

11 points
Yes

10 points
Yes

10 points
Yes

12 points 0

University 
of Toledo UG D No

9 points
Yes
8 points

No
7.3 points

No
6.8 points

Yes
8 points 5

University 
of Toledo G F No

3.6 points
No

4.1 points
No

4.1 points
No

3.8 points
No

4 points 0

Wilmington 
College UG C Yes

11.6 points
Yes

8.8 points
No

7.5 points
No

3 points
Yes

8.3 points 1

Wittenberg 
University UG D Yes

8 points
Yes
9 points

No
1 points

No
6 points

No
3 points 0

Wright State 
University UG B No

6.3 points
Yes

11 points
Yes

8.6 points
Yes
9 points

Yes
10.3 points 2

Youngstown 
State 

University
UG A Yes

10 points
Yes

12 points
Yes

10 points
Yes

12 points
Yes

12 points 2

*This program submitted additional materials after the deadline; pending review scores may be updated.

Note: Programs are deemed to have adequately covered a core reading component if they 
earned at least eight out of twelve points. Grading for a program is based on the number 
of reading components for which the program receives credit. Each component (phonemic 
awareness, phonics fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension) is equally weighted. If a 
program teaches four or more contrary practices, its letter grade was reduced by one grade, 
affecting six programs in Ohio. For more specific information on the grading methodology see 
Appendix A. For a list of programs that declined repeated invitations to participate, see 
Appendix C.

Policy Discussion and Recommendations 
Teacher preparation lays the foundation for aspiring elementary teachers to teach reading, 
and it is a critical policy lever that states can use to improve reading instruction. Strong state 
policies can help to ensure consistency across prep programs so that all prospective teachers 
are well-prepared to implement scientifically based reading practices. This section analyzes 
current state policy and provides recommendations about how policymakers can ensure that 
Ohio’s teacher prep programs deliver that crucial set of knowledge, skills and understanding.  

Preparation standards 
Standards for what teacher candidates must know and be able to do are crucial for setting up 
future teachers to succeed. The purpose of standards is to set an expectation that all aspiring 
teachers acquire the same knowledge and skills—aligned to the research—and promote 
consistency across programs. Ohio has some strong measures currently in place to signify 
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the importance of reading. The state requires all aspiring teachers to take at least three credit 
hours of coursework in reading instruction. To get licensed as an elementary, middle-school 
or special-education teacher, candidates must complete 12 credit hours in the teaching of 
reading, which must include a distinct three-credit-hour course in the teaching of phonics. 

The foregoing analysis shows that teacher prep programs in the Buckeye State generally 
comply with this requirement and dedicate sufficient time to phonics, with 80 percent of 
programs meeting expectations on the phonics component in the NCTQ analysis. While the 
law is vague regarding what else should be covered in the “teaching of reading,” the Ohio 
Department of Higher Education in collaboration with the Ohio Department of Education 
assembled a panel of literacy faculty to develop standards, known as the Reading Core 
Standards, to guide professors who are preparing candidates with the necessary knowledge 
and skills.

A review commissioned by NCTQ found those standards, which were finalized in 2018, to 
be relatively strong.24 They would be stronger, however, with a few revisions by removing 
references to items that lack a strong research base such as running records (Standard 8.1), 
the social construct idea of comprehension (Standard 5.1), and reference to leveled readers 
(Standard 5.2). On a positive note, the Reading Core Standards include expectations on how 
to teach reading to special populations of learners, including English learners, students who 
struggle to learn to read or have dyslexia, and students who speak English language variations 
or dialects. 

Recommendation:
• Update the reading coursework requirement to be more explicit about the content
preparation programs must include. Currently, Ohio requires programs to dedicate 12
credit hours to reading instruction, with a specific required three-credit course in phonics.
Present policy, however, is vague about the other nine credits. It only specifies that those
courses include “instructional strategies for teaching reading, the assessment of reading
skills, and in the diagnosis and remediation of reading difficulties.” No specifics are given
as to which knowledge and skills should be taught within those broad categories. State
leaders should amend the law to explicitly refer to the Reading Core standards25 (with the
revisions suggested above) and include an explicit focus on phonemic awareness, fluency,
vocabulary, and comprehension within the remaining nine credit hours.

Program approval policies
While preparation standards are important, it’s at least as important to have policies that hold 
programs accountable for following those standards. Program approval policies are a key lever 
in improving teacher preparation. 

The Ohio Department of Higher Education (ODHE) has authority to approve educator 
preparation programs. This is highly relevant for Ohio, given there are programs with strong 
evidence of scientifically based reading instruction and others that are clearly lagging behind. 
Today, ODHE largely relies on the norms and processes of external bodies such as the Council 
for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP) when gauging the approval-worthiness 
of institutions that offer programs leading to educator licenses. While an ODHE representative 
attends the site visit and reviews the materials submitted to the accrediting body, along 

https://codes.ohio.gov/ohio-revised-code/section-3319.24
https://codes.ohio.gov/ohio-revised-code/section-3319.24
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with other documents to verify alignment with Ohio standards, the site visit is currently led 
by the accrediting body. The Chancellor’s staff will then use materials submitted prior to 
the visit,26 observations during the visit, and the final accreditation report to make their final 
recommendation, which may or may not pay serious attention to the implementation of the 
science of reading.

Despite current efforts to require 12 credits devoted to reading instruction and the public 
reporting of some program data (licensure pass rates, survey results), it is clear, based on 
our analyses, that not all programs are meeting expectations related to reading instruction. 
ODHE and ODE produced guidance with the Reading Core standards, but those are not 
specifically referenced in the current law. Revising the requirements for prep programs to 
include reference to the Reading Core Standards would provide clear expectations for teacher 
preparation programs and give leverage to hold the programs accountable. Currently, the 
lack of specificity in the law most likely makes any other coursework requirements, other 
than phonics, difficult to enforce. For example, the only thing noted as a requirement, aside 
from the specifics on phonics, is “training in a range of instructional strategies for teaching 
reading, in the assessment of reading skills, and in the diagnosis and remediation of reading 
difficulties.” This broad definition leaves wide latitude for programs to provide instruction on 
content not aligned with research-based practices.

Recommendations: 
• Expand the depth of program reviews, specifically to inspect the alignment with
scientifically based reading instruction. ODHE should deepen its program review process
for reading instruction. For example, the state should require that the program approval
process involve a review of syllabi by reading experts in order to examine the alignment of
content and ensure aspiring teachers have opportunities to practice their skills. The state
should also strengthen the approval process by including trained reading experts on the site
visits. Other states conduct detailed site visits of teacher preparation programs that include
classroom observations and teacher candidate interviews to gauge the implementation of
scientifically based reading instruction. Colorado has cited the inclusion of reading experts
on their site visits as incredibly valuable to determining the depth of implementation of
scientifically based reading instruction in teacher preparation programs.

• Institute consequences for non-compliance. At the end of the day, the state must be
willing to issue either conditional approval or non-approval for programs that are unwilling
or unable to implement the science of reading and prepare teachers to teach scientifically
based reading instruction. This approach has worked well in Colorado,27 which has used
conditional approval with required actions and strict timelines, to bring several programs
into alignment with the reading science.

• Require a reset of all programs to ensure alignment. The Chancellor of Higher Education
currently has the authority to call for an immediate review of programs. This authority
could be used to verify that every program in the state aligns its reading coursework on
an identified timeline, rather than waiting for their next approval cycle, which may be up
to seven years away. For example, the state could require that all elementary educator
preparation programs (or programs certifying any PK-5 teacher) submit evidence of
alignment with revised Reading Core standards. Programs would be required to submit
verification of alignment through a process established by the Chancellor. Colorado uses a
matrix28 to collect evidence ahead of a site visit and it requires programs to identify where
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candidates acquire certain knowledge in the science of reading as well as when during the 
program they practice it. Once this type of matrix or rubric is established, Ohio could then 
conduct a site visit to verify evidence and begin implementation of a more rigorous teacher 
preparation approval process.

• Require first-time pass rates on state licensure exams as part of program approval and 
include them on annual data reporting. NCTQ considers the Foundations of Reading 
licensure exam to be a strong test aligned with the science of reading. Moreover, Ohio 
should require programs to publicly report first-time pass rates (as opposed to only “best 
attempt” rates, which include retakes). The state should also use the first-time pass rates 
in its program approval process. This would put some additional pressure on preparation 
programs to comprehensively train teachers in the reading science by encouraging them to 
ready candidates to pass a rigorous licensure exam on their first try (rather than needing to 
take the exam multiple times–at great cost to candidates). 

• Provide opportunities for support. ODHE, in collaboration with the Ohio Department 
of Education, should provide opportunities for faculty members who teach reading to 
participate in state-led professional learning opportunities on scientifically based reading 
instruction. ODE could also create a community of practice, using the local programs in Ohio 
that are some of the best in the country to provide support to peers shifting to scientifically 
based approaches. The state could also consider partnering with organizations such 
as Teacher Preparation Inspection-US (TPI) or Barksdale Reading Institute to help with 
capacity-building efforts and to support preparation programs implementing scientifically 
based reading instruction.

Teacher Development and Supports 
The preparation of future teachers is key but not the only action, as it deals with a small 
fraction of those teaching Ohio pupils today. Yet many, probably the vast majority, of current 
teachers were trained to teach reading via methods that don’t align to the science of 
reading.29 So providing them with in-service training is also critical. Moreover, even the best-
prepared candidates will struggle in an environment where resources and expectations are 
not aligned to scientifically based reading practices. A new teacher may have learned the five 
components, but if they are directed by their schools to use instructional materials that run 
counter to their training, they will likely adjust their instruction to what their employer requires. 
Therefore, it is important that the state enact policies aimed at those already in classrooms, 
too. In this section, we discuss policies that support the use of high-quality core instructional 
materials, professional development, and supplementary reading intervention programs for 
students. 

High-quality instructional materials 
All teachers should have access to high-quality instructional materials aligned with the science 
of reading. NCTQ reviewed the “model curriculum” made available to Ohio educators on the 
Ohio Department of Education website and found that, while it includes an alignment to the 
science of reading in many instances, it also includes many references that run contrary 
to evidence-based practices. For example, several early grade-level materials reference 
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texts and source material perpetuating three-cueing and balanced literacy approaches.30 
In kindergarten, the model curriculum includes instructional strategies such as “guess the 
covered word,” where teachers are instructed to do the following: “Take a sentence from the 
book and record it for full class viewing (whiteboard, projected, etc.). Cover one word in the 
sentence. Model how to figure out the covered word (circle context clues, size, and shape 
of the word, revealing first letter, etc.).” This is especially problematic, given that it reinforces 
notions that reading is guesswork, rather than a process of building phonics and phonemic 
awareness skills.

Ohio’s current model curriculum sends mixed messages to teachers and ultimately is an 
incoherent approach to teaching reading. It needs to be revised; and it might be better not to 
use it at all. One role states can play is to take the guesswork out of the equation and provide 
districts with a list of vetted core curricula that are aligned with the science of reading. With 
many products on the market, this guidance would be a value-add, while still giving local 
choice, and helping to ensure teachers use high-quality instructional materials.

Recommendations:
• Require districts to select vetted literacy curriculum materials and make those decisions
public (core, intervention, supplemental materials). Instead of trying to revise a flawed
model curriculum, the state should require ODE to establish (preferably using an external
partner) a list of high-quality core curriculum, supplemental, and intervention materials
aligned with the science of reading, which districts would be required to use. (Colorado
provides a strong example of where to start.)31 The state should also establish clear
requirements for annual reporting to the state, families, and the public about the curricula,
intervention and supplemental materials in use. The policy should indicate clear next steps
for state intervention if districts do not comply in a given timeframe, while also directing
ODE to develop a supportive strategy to help districts transition to new instructional
materials and provide state funds to support the purchase of new materials.

Led by Governor DeWine, legislation (House Bill 33) is pending that would require the
ODE to establish a list of high-quality core curricula and instructional materials and a list
of evidence-based reading intervention programs that are aligned with the science of
reading. This ambitious legislation is to be commended. However, there are no requirements
in the bill at the time of this publication for districts to publicly disclose what curriculum
schools decide to use or for monitoring progress of curriculum adoption, or any described
consequences for using poor quality, misaligned curricula. The consequences could include
withholding a modest portion of state funding (something that Arkansas permits). While
consequences would exist as a last resort, it would signal the importance and urgency of
transitioning to instructional materials aligned with the science of reading. The curriculum
materials teachers use are critically important in teaching kids to read; although these
recommendations may seem heavy-handed, the choice of curriculum is up to the district—
and there are many available high-quality reading curriculum available; yet given the reading
crisis in Ohio and the importance of all students being literate, the state cannot afford to
simply trust that districts will make good choices. It’s the right of the public to know whether
(or not) Ohio’s children and Ohio’s teachers have access to the best curriculum materials
aligned to the science.
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The problem with Reading Recovery
A recent federally funded study brought into question the effectiveness of the widely 
used intervention program for first graders named Reading Recovery. Given that Ohio 
State University originally brought Reading Recovery to the U.S. in 1984, this program 
is likely used in many Ohio schools. For that reason, this report provides a review of the 
literature followed by a recommendation on the use of this intervention program. 

In 2018, the U.S. Department of Education’s What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) reviewed 
evidence on Reading Recovery, a popular intervention program typically associated 
with balanced literacy and whole language. This review identified 202 studies on the 
effects of Reading Recovery and determined that 123 did not meet the criteria to be 
screened by WWC. Of the 79 that did, three were randomized controlled trials that met 
WWC’s research guidelines without reservations. (Notably, two of these studies were 
authored by Gay Su Pinnell, who went on to develop another popular balanced literacy 
curriculum, Fountas & Pinnell.) The studies provided evidence of “potentially positive 
effects” for alphabetics, fluency, and comprehension, and “positive effects” for general 
reading achievement—all outcomes that are frequently measured to assess students’ 
reading proficiency.32 Additional studies on the i3 scale-up33 of Reading Recovery found 
a “significant positive impact on the general reading achievement of struggling readers in 
first grade,” although these studies followed students for less than one year.34 

However, when the authors of the scale-up study followed the cohort of students 
for a longer period of time, those positive effects disappeared. Using a regression 
discontinuity design (comparing students who fell just below a cutoff and received the 
Reading Recovery treatment to those who were just over a cutoff and did not receive the 
treatment), the study found that “[l]ong-term impact estimates [of Reading Recovery] 
were significant and negative. This suggests that Reading Recovery students who scored 
just below the [cut scores] had 3rd and 4th grade state test scores that were about .18 
to .31 standard deviations below the 3rd and 4th grade scores of students just above the 
[cut score] that did not participate in Reading Recovery.”35 In other words, students who 
received Reading Recovery support fared worse a few years after participating in the 
program compared to students who did not receive this support.36

In sum, the evidence base for Reading Recovery pales in comparison to the hundreds of 
studies that the National Reading Panel identified in support of the five core components 
of reading instruction; Reading Recovery de-emphasizes phonics, teaching it in a way 
that is not systematic or in keeping with the research.37

Based on all available evidence, Ohio should discontinue the use of Reading Recovery. 
This program is far more expensive than most other reading interventions, and the 
latest evidence casts doubt on its long-term impact on reading achievement. Other 
interventions that Ohio could consider supporting include Systematic Instruction 
in Phonological Awareness, Phonics, and Sight Words or SIPPS, a research-based 
foundational skills program proven to help both new and struggling readers, including 
English learners and students identified with dyslexia, published by Center for the 
Collaborative Classroom or UFLI Foundations from University of Florida Literacy Institute.

https://www.cresp.udel.edu/research-project/efficacy-follow-study-long-term-effects-reading-recovery-i3-scale/
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Professional development 
The Ohio Department of Education explicitly states that teacher professional development 
is a priority in its “Raise Literacy Achievement” plan. Specifically, one goal of that plan is to 
“sharpen educators’ abilities to implement reading instruction and intervention that is aligned 
to the science of reading and is culturally responsive.”38 Further, as part of Ohio’s third-grade 
reading guarantee law, the State Board has adopted reading competencies39 and dictated that 
they guide all professional development. These actions place professional learning at the heart 
of building teacher capacity to implement scientifically based reading instruction. Yet much 
more could (and should) be done to improve professional development for current teachers 
across the state.

Recommendations: 
• Provide clear expectations for professional development and dedicate funds to train
in-service teachers. Several states (Mississippi, Texas, and North Carolina) are directly
providing the training, or directing funding to districts to implement training, to build current
teachers’ capacity to teach scientifically based reading instruction. Statewide efforts such
as these create greater coherence and common language across the state, which is one
of the benefits cited by Mississippi during its implementation, which was the only state to
show meaningful gains in reading on NAEP before the pandemic. In many states, training
is also supported by literacy coaches, a cadre of experts hired and managed by the state,
who provide more intensive, ongoing, hands-on professional development.

House Bill 33 sets aside significant funds for teacher training and literacy coaches. These
resources are critical to support teachers and leaders in Ohio’s transition to more effective
instructional approaches. Ohio should go further, and more explicitly define exactly what
the training would entail and ensure there are approval mechanisms in place. To strengthen
the legislation, state lawmakers should add language that requires the training to be
approved by the Ohio Department of Education to ensure it covers the critical knowledge
and skills aligned to the reading science and structured literacy approach.

• Evaluate progress. The state should establish parameters and set aside funding to conduct
an evaluation of implementation and return on investment of HB33 and/or prior reading
initiatives or current professional development offerings. Studying implementation is often
forgotten, but it is incredibly valuable over time to determine success and where to continue
or stop investing resources.
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Conclusion
The research is clear on how reading develops and on the best methods to teach beginners 
how to read. In fact, there’s no realm within K-12 schooling that comes close to early reading, 
in the clarity of the evidence as to what works and what doesn’t.

All teachers of students in the early grades deserve access to this knowledge and skills, so 
they can become effective instructors. All children deserve to be taught using scientifically 
based methods so that they can become strong lifelong readers. Right now, only 4 in 10 of 
Ohio’s fourth graders read proficiently. The future for children, and for the whole state of Ohio, 
is bleak if we do not change the trajectory. Ohio’s prosperity–both in economic terms and in 
well-being and happiness–depends on literacy of all its members. It is not an understatement 
to say the future of Ohio depends on our actions now.

The first step to achieving these goals is strong teacher preparation. But teacher preparation 
in Ohio today is uneven at best. On average, elementary programs only cover three of 
the five components of the science of reading. While nine programs earn an A, serving as 
exemplars for others, many more programs fail to adequately address multiple components. 
Unfortunately, Ohio is also home to preparation programs that train teachers in multiple 
practices that are contrary to the evidence base. 

Based on this review of Ohio programs, state policymakers need to take steps to ensure that 
all teachers are well-trained in the science of reading. They also need to support current 
in-service teachers so they have up-to-date knowledge and skills and are able to implement 
effective literacy instruction.

While standards are important, what we have learned over the past decade is that having 
standards is not enough to drive sustained change, and the state must play an active role 
to achieve success at scale. States such as Colorado and Mississippi have shown that a 
coherent, sustained, and comprehensive approach at the state level can yield positive results. 
Ohio leaders and policymakers must ensure that teacher preparation programs develop an 
aspiring teacher’s knowledge and skills aligned with the science of reading. Otherwise, we’ll 
keep spending resources to re-train teachers, when those dollars could be used in a number 
of other critical areas to support students. To support sustained implementation, Ohio should 
also provide school districts with a list of core curriculum that is aligned with the reading 
science, then require districts to select from the list. This saves time and capacity for school 
districts who are busy running daily operations while ensuring materials in use are of high-
quality and allowing choice at the local level. Rigorous professional development should 
strengthen teachers’ ability to implement effective instruction as well.

Ohio already has a strong foundation in literacy. Some of America’s best teacher preparation 
programs—when it comes to reading science—are located in the Buckeye State.  Let’s learn 
from them and use state policy reforms to drive sustained instructional change. There is no 
time to lose. Ohio students are depending on us to open doors to a more successful future – 
and the state’s own future depends on it. 
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Appendices
Appendix A: Brief overview of methodology 
Analysis for the Reading Foundations standard began by determining the programs to be 
included. Both undergraduate and graduate (or post-baccalaureate) elementary teacher 
preparation programs that lead to initial licensure at all public institutions and private 
institutions, and that have an annual production of at least 10 elementary teachers, were 
eligible for inclusion. This resulted in a universe of 1,151 programs and 962 institutions that 
qualified for analysis. Because not all programs provided sufficient documentation to be rated, 
the final sample includes 693 programs housed in 577 institutions of higher education and is 
inclusive of programs in all 50 states and the District of Columbia.

Once the sample was determined, a team of analysts used course catalogs to identify the 
required coursework for each elementary program. Course titles and descriptions were used 
to identify all courses that addressed reading instruction. Next, NCTQ sent a request for 
course material to each program in the universe of programs. Programs were asked to identify 
any missing courses to ensure that no reading courses were excluded. The majority of syllabi 
analyzed are from fall 2018 to fall 2022, although some programs submitted materials from 
spring 2023 in response to the preliminary analysis. In total, collecting evidence, analyzing 
materials, and conducting the preliminary review process with all programs took 12 months to 
complete.

When material was received, course-level analysis relied on two sources of data:

• Syllabi for required courses that address reading instruction, including ancillary materials
such as lecture slides or assignment descriptions.

• Textbooks for required courses that address reading instruction.

Following extensive training across several months, a separate team of expert reading analysts 
evaluated reading syllabi and textbooks using a detailed scoring protocol. All 10 of these 
analysts were current or former elementary teachers; six were certified in scientifically based 
reading techniques; and nine had completed at least a Masters in Science.

Expert analysts reviewed each course for its coverage of each of the five components of 
scientifically based reading instruction as well as three components focused on supporting 
a range of learners. Course analysis for each component and for each student group was 
based on evidence that the program teaches the components based on four instructional 
approaches:

• Use of instructional hours to address each component, as specified by the lecture
schedule, as well as course time spent on content contrary to research-based practices.
• Phonemic Awareness = at least seven hours
• Phonics = at least eight hours
• Fluency = at least four hours
• Vocabulary = at least six hours
• Comprehension = at least nine hours



27

• Requirements for candidates to demonstrate knowledge of individual components through 
objective measures of knowledge (assignments or written, graded assessments).

• Requirements for practice/application of instruction or assessment on individual 
components.

• Requirements for background materials (e.g., textbooks, videos, articles), explored further 
below.

One set of expert analysts analyzed course syllabi for the first three instructional approaches, 
instructional hours, objective measures of knowledge, and practice opportunities. Then 15 
percent of programs were randomly selected for evaluation by a second analyst to assess the 
frequency of scoring variances.

Another team of expert analysts separately analyzed the fourth instructional approach, 
required background materials. These materials were identified using the required reading 
section of course syllabi (or university bookstore information, in instances where course 
material was absent from syllabi). Reviewers analyzed each material for its coverage of the 
science of reading and attention to supporting a range of learners. The process of reviewing a 
book followed these steps:

• The reviewer determined if the text was “comprehensive” (covering all five of the 
components) or “specialized” (designed to cover only a subset of components).

• The reviewer determined if the content presents each component in light of the science, 
absent of unproven practice, and advancing a depth of knowledge about not only how 
students learn to read, but also specifically how to teach students to read.

• References were also checked for primary sources, researchers, and trusted peer-reviewed 
journals that present the consensus around the science of reading.

Each of the five core components (phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, 
comprehension) was assessed separately for all four instructional approaches within each 
course, earning up to three points per approach or 12 points per component. 
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Component-level scoring (across courses)

Component-level points

Instructional 
approach 0 1 2 3

Instructional Hours Number of hours summed across courses divided by the threshold times three points 
(capped at three points)

Objective 
Measures of 
Knowledge

No tests/ 
quizzes AND no 
graded written 
assignments

Part of one graded 
written assignment

One graded written 
assignment

At least one test/
quiz OR more than 
one graded written 
assignment

Practice/ 
Application

No practice/ 
application session

Part of one 
practice/
application 
sessions

One practice/ 
application session

More than 
one practice/
application 
sessions

Background 
Materials 
(averaged within 
and then across 
courses)

Unacceptable materials earned a 0; acceptable materials earned a three. All materials on a 
component were averaged within a course and then across courses.

The sum of the course-level scores were used to produce a program-level score for each 
component (with a maximum of 12 points per component). To earn credit for a component, the 
program must have earned eight of 12 available points (or 67 percent). The five program-level 
component scores were used to determine the overall grade.

Example of scoring: Phonemic awareness

Instructional approach Component analysis (across all courses) Points 
earned

Instructional Hours (based on a 
proportion of the total hours needed to 
meet the target)

4 hours out of the 7 hours needed to meet target
((4 hours ÷ 7 hours) × 3 points)

1.7

Objective Measures of Knowledge One graded written assignment 2

Practice/Application One practice session 2

Background Materials (averaged within 
and then across courses)

One textbook, two supplementary materials: all 
deemed acceptable 3

Total points earned for this component 8.7

Grading for a program was based on the number of reading components for which the 
program receives credit. Each component (phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, 
and comprehension) was equally weighted. 
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Grading rules

Program 
grade Grading rule: Receive eight or more points for... 

A+ Programs earn an A, meet a higher point threshold for each component (an average of 10 points 
across components) and teach no content contrary to research-based practices

A All five reading components

B Four of the five reading components

C Three of the five reading components

D Two of the five reading components

F One or none of the five reading components

Appendix B: Content contrary to research-based practices
During the analysis of course materials, NCTQ expert analysts also collected whether there 
was evidence that a program teaches one of nine identified practices contrary to the science 
of reading. If a program teaches four or more contrary practices, its letter grade was reduced 
by one grade.

Practices contrary to research-based practices include the following:
• Three-cueing systems
• Running records
• Miscue analysis
• Balanced literacy models
• Guided reading
• Reading Workshop
• Leveled texts
• Embedded/implicit phonics
• Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA), Informal Reading Inventory (IRI), or 
Qualitative Reading Inventory (QRI)

Before NCTQ published program scores, programs received their scores with detailed 
feedback on the findings from each course and had three weeks to respond to provide any 
additional evidence, clarifications, or corrections.
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Supporting a range of learners
To evaluate whether preparation programs provide instruction on how to support a range 
of learners (struggling readers, English learners, and students who speak English language 
varieties), analysts looked for at least two instructional hours dedicated to each learner 
group, as well as evidence the program uses research-based background materials, uses 
objective measures of knowledge to assess candidates’ knowledge of how to use specific 
approaches to help these student groups learn how to read, and provides practice/application 
opportunities related to each group of students. Programs could earn up to two points for 
each instructional approach for each group of students (for a total of eight points for each 
student group). These areas were not included in a program’s grade, but programs received 
detailed feedback on the evidence of their attention to supporting a range of learners.

For more information on the methodology for the Reading Foundations standard, see the full 
Reading Foundations: Technical Report.40

One important change in the Reading Foundations standard is that if programs teach four 
or more practices contrary to research-based practices, they lose a letter grade from their 
overall score. The nine practices were identified based on research and input from the Expert 
Advisory Panel. Many contrary practices are grounded in a well-intentioned, but ultimately 
false, understanding of how children learn to read. 

Three-cueing systems
Also known as the structure/meaning/visual system (SMV), three-cueing describes the 
support for early word recognition that “[relies] on a combination of semantic, syntactic, 
and graphophonic cues simultaneously to formulate an intelligent hypothesis about a word’s 
identity.”41 In other words, children who encounter a word they do not recognize are instructed 
to use one of three strategies: “guess what the word might be” based on context; “look at 
the picture to help guess what the word might be;” and “look at the first letter to help guess 
what the word might be,” and if the guess makes sense, then check to see if it “looks right.”42 

Despite widespread use by K-2 and elementary special education teachers, reading experts 
discourage guessing techniques because they represent lost opportunities to help children 
practice decoding,43 and represent an ineffective strategy for reading advanced texts.44

Miscue analysis
Grounded in the idea students use clues, or “cues,” to determine what a word is, miscue 
analysis is a practice employed by teachers to, “uncover the strategies children use in 
their reading” when reading differs from written text (e.g., substituting “pony” for “horse”),45 
primarily focusing on helping students’ focus on context rather than letter patterns and 
positions.46 Due to the focus on “cues,” this practice distracts from helping students decode 
(or pronounce) the words on the page. 

Running records
Running records is an assessment in which a teacher observes a student’s oral reading of a 
passage and records the number of errors to calculate the accuracy level.47 Intended in part 
as a formative assessment, running records are used to identify student’s “reading level,” to 
determine appropriate student groupings, and to monitor student growth.48 Though widely 
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popular, studies on running records show they produce inconsistent results based on both 
teachers’ accuracy in scoring49 and students’ accuracy in reading different texts.50 

Balanced literacy models
Balanced literacy models represent an approach to reading characterized by the use of 
read-alouds, shared readings, small group guided reading, and independent reading, typically 
relying heavily on leveled books and focusing on meaning-based instruction.51 In contrast to 
structured literacy, balanced literacy models often eschew the explicit, systematic teaching 
of phonemic awareness and phonics skills, demonstrating a preference for approaches 
emphasizing context clues, like three-cueing.52 Widely used balanced literacy approaches 
such as Units of Study53 have been found to devote too little time to phonics, use three-
cueing or SMV strategies, fail to systematically build knowledge, and do not provide support 
for English language learners.54 Similarly, Fountas and Pinnell Classroom, another Balanced 
Literacy based program, received low marks for its inaccurate leveling system, lack of research 
base or evidenced-based explanation of the sequence for teaching phonics, and inadequate 
time devoted to phonological awareness, phonics, and fluency (among other areas).55

Guided reading
Guided reading is an approach to reading instruction where students are grouped according 
to their “reading level” and asked to read appropriately “leveled texts.”56 Instruction focuses 
on reading for meaning, and the practice typically promotes using cues (including background 
knowledge and pictures), English syntax, and visual information (including sound-symbol 
relationships).57 Research on guided reading shows it is not as effective as explicit instruction, 
particularly for phonological decoding and comprehension.58 Additionally, English language 
learners have consistently shown greater gains with explicit instruction compared to balanced 
literacy approaches relying on guided reading.59

Reading Workshop
Units of Study is commonly called, “Reading Workshop,” and is a balanced literacy curriculum 
characterized by the use of read alouds, small group guided reading, shared readings, and 
independent reading. Evaluations have found the program lacking systematic and explicit 
instruction in all foundational skills,60 with one expert noting, “many activities designed to 
practice deepening reading ability were designated as optional.”61 Like other balanced literacy 
models, Reading Workshop uses cueing systems for solving unknown words, encouraging 
students to focus on the initial sounds of words and meaning cues rather than explicitly 
teaching decoding strategies. 

Leveled text
Leveled texts are “reading materials that represent a progression from more simple to more 
complex and challenging texts.”62 These texts are often used based on the premise that 
student learning should primarily occur using texts at their “instructional level,” which they read 
with a high (but not perfect) level of accuracy with some support from a teacher.63 The use 
of leveled texts is critiqued because they “do not follow a scope and sequence of decoding 
skill instruction,” do not provide enough repeat exposure to phonics patterns to allow novice 
readers to practice them, and encourage word memorization rather than teaching decoding 
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techniques.64 Further, studies have found students may learn more by reading texts above 
their instructional level and limit their exposure to rich content or complex language.65 

Embedded/implicit phonics
In contrast to explicit (or synthetic) phonics instruction, embedded or implicit phonics 
instruction links the reading of children’s literature or texts for the purpose of developing 
meaning,66 where “sound/spelling correspondence are inferred from reading whole words and 
introduced as students encounter them in text.”67 In comparing the effectiveness of systematic 
phonics instruction to embedded phonics instruction, studies found students learn more 
through systematic phonics instruction.68 

Development Reading Assessment (DRA), Informal Reading Inventory (IRI), or 
Qualitative Reading Inventory (QRI)
Part of teaching reading is diagnosing students’ progress and identifying reading difficulties 
through the use of various assessments. Unfortunately, some ineffective assessments are 
commonly used and taught, including informal reading inventory (IRA), qualitative reading 
inventory (QRI), and developmental reading assessments (DRA). These assessments are 
typified by a student reading orally from a passage (DRA), or a list (IRI, QRI), while an instructor 
tracks student errors.69 Informal reading inventories have low reliability when tracking student 
performance,70 and the DRA has little evidence supporting its validity or reliability.71 The 
reliability of a test matters—in the case of running records, two teachers can assess the same 
student and report different measures of performance72—and students’ performance on the 
IRI can vary wildly across texts considered to be the same “level.”73 Though QRIs have a higher 
level of reliability, student performance on the QRI is more related to listening comprehension 
than decoding ability.74 

For more details on these contrary practices, visit the Reading Foundations: Technical 
Report.75

Appendix C: Programs that refused to participate
While 26 programs cooperated with NCTQ and made their preparation materials available for 
review, 17 programs in Ohio chose not to make their materials available for review. 

It is the position of NCTQ that when colleges and universities choose to open a program to 
prepare the next generation of teachers, they are, in effect, entering into an agreement with 
not only the state, which approves the program to operate, but also the school districts that 
hire teachers, the aspiring teachers who enroll in the program, and the students who will learn 
from teachers prepared by these programs and expect them to be experts in the field. For 
this reason, NCTQ believes preparation programs have a moral obligation, as well as a legal 
one, to disclose to their stakeholders how they are preparing aspiring teachers and whether 
preparation aligns with the best available research-based practices.

The following is a list of preparation programs in Ohio that were invited to submit materials to 
the Teacher Prep Review but refused to do so, either explicitly, by providing heavily redacted 
materials, or through non-responsiveness.
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University Type

University of Cincinnati Public

Capital University Private

Bluffton University Private

Otterbein University Private

Ohio Dominican University Private

John Carroll University Private

Mount Vernon Nazarene University Private

Walsh University Private

Xavier University Private

Franciscan University of Steubenville Private

Lake Erie College Private

Muskingum University Private

University of Mount Union Private

Malone University Private

Cedarville University Private

Notre Dame College Private

Baldwin Wallace University Private
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