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Teachers’ Knowledge 
to Support Literacy 

Learning and Related 
Research

OUTLINE

Conceptual underpinnings

What should teachers know?

To what extent does knowledge relate 
to classroom practice and student 
learning?

Does professional learning impact 
knowledge and student learning?



Conceptual 
Underpinnings

“Literacy is the human ability to decode, 
understand, and use signs such as letters, 
numbers, diagrams, graphs, drawings, and 

pictures. A precondition for literacy is 
spoken language and pragmatic 

understanding.”



Improved 
educational 

practice

Adapted from Sackett (1996)

Conceptual 
Underpinnings

Research 
evidence

Instructor 
resources and 
experiences

 *including 
knowledge

Learner 
characteristics 

and needs

EBP



Pedagogical 
content

knowledge

Shulman (1987)
cf. Nielsen & Lund (2020)

Conceptual 
Underpinnings

Content 
(disciplinary/ 
subject-matter) 
knowledge

Curriculum 
knowledge

(General) 
pedagogical 
knowledge

Knowledge of 
learners 

and their 
characteristics

Pedagogical 
content

knowledge



Shulman (1987)

Conceptual 
Underpinnings

Content 
(disciplinary/ 
subject-matter) 
knowledge

Pedagogical content 
knowledge

Simple View of 
Reading (+ 
Writing)
(Berninger & Winn, 2006; 
Gough & Tunmer, 1986;
Hoover, 2019)

The BIG 5 + 
emergent literacy 
skills

(NRP, 2000; NELP, 2008)

Dansk fælles mål

(Børne- og 
Undervisningsministeriet, 
2019)

Interactive 
Dynamic Literacy 
Model

(Kim, 2020)

Active View of 
Reading

(Duke & Cartwright, 2021)

Professional 
knowledge and 
practice 
standards
(ILA, 2017; IDA, 2018)



Simple View of 
Reading
(Gough & Tunmer, 1986; Hoover & Tunmer, 
2018)

Not-so-Simple View of 
Writing
(Berninger & Winn, 2006)

Skilled reading 
(comprehension)

Language 
comprehension Word readingx =

Working memory
Handwriting
Keyboarding

Spelling
Punctuation

TRANSCRIPTION

Planning
Motivation
Reviewing

Self-regulation strategies

EXECUTIVE FUNCTION

Ideas
Words

Sentences
Genre & Text structure

COMPOSITION

SVR:

NSVW:



The Reading Rope
(Scarborough, 2001)

The 
Writing 
Rope

(Sedita, 2019)

Composition



What Should 
Teachers Know?

Content knowledge = knowing WHAT

Pedagogical (content) knowledge =  knowing HOW



Background knowledge

Literacy 
knowledge

Vocabulary

Language structures
Verbal reasoningDecoding

Fluency

(Børne- og 
Undervisningsministeriet, 

2019)



Writing

Transcription
Writing 
Craft

Text Structure

SyntaxCritical 
Thinking

(Børne- og 
Undervisningsmi

nisteriet, 2019)



• Word reading content knowledge (e.g., Binks-Cantrell et al., 2012, 
Cohen et al., 2017; Cunningham et al., 2009; McMahan et al., 2019; Moats, 
1994; Piasta et al., 2009)

• Spelling content and pedagogical knowledge (Pittman et al., 2023; 
Puliatte & Ehri, 2018)

• Phonological awareness content and pedagogical knowledge 
(e.g., Carroll et al., 2012; Crim et al., 2008; Cunningham et al., 2015)

• Fluency (Lane et al., 2009)

• Vocabulary content and pedagogical knowledge (Duguay et al., 
2015)

• Syntactic content knowledge (Brimo & Melamed, 2017)

• Morphological content and pedagogical knowledge (Dilgard & 
Hodges, 2025; Washburn & Mulcahy, 2019)

• Oral language content and pedagogical knowledge (Goldfeld et 
al., 2020; Kidd & Rowland, 2021; Mathers, 2021; Phillips et al., 2020; Piasta et 
al. (2022)

• Adolescent literacy/content area literacy (Meyer, 2013; Spor & 
Schneider, 1998; Washburn & Pierce, 2024)

• The Big 5 content and pedagogical knowledge (Carlisle et al., 
2011; Davis et al., 2022; Hall et al., 2025)

• Reading comprehension (Davis et al., 2022; Dixson & Oakhill, 2024;  
Hudson, 2023; Wijekumar et al., 2019)

• Writing (Quinn et al., 2025; Wijekumar et al., 2019)



Sample Content 
Knowledge Items

Cunningham, Zibulsky, & Callahan (2009); 
Meyer (2013); Puliatte & Ehri (2018)



Sample Pedagogical 
Knowledge Items
(Knowledge for 
Practice)

Carlisle et al., (2011); Cunningham et al. 
(2015); Meyer (2013)



•Knowledge of children’s literature (e.g., McCutchen 
et al., 2002)

•Knowledge of RTI/MTSS (e.g., Al Otaiba et al., 2019)

•Knowledge to differentiate instruction (Dack & 
Tomlinson, 2025)

•Knowledge of and from literacy assessments & 
data-based decision making (e.g., Beachy et al., 2023; 
Carson & Bayetto, 2018; McMaster et al., 2025)

•Knowledge about dyslexia (e.g., Gonzalez, 2021; 
Peltier et al., 2020; Reed & Zhang, 2024; Solheim et al., 2024)

(General) 
pedagogical 
knowledge

Knowledge of 
learners 

and their 
characteristics



Causation 
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Correlation

*Including teacher 
knowledge

*Including teacher 
knowledge

Research 
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Improved 
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practice



Causation versus 
correlation

Ice cream                           shark attacks?
     NO!
Ice cream                           shark attacks because

Hot weather                      ice cream, shark attacks                              

See www.ibpsychmatters.com/why-correlation-is-not-causation



To what extent does 
knowledge relate to 
classroom practice 
and student 
learning?

*Including teacher 
knowledge



 Positive association with observed general instructional quality in PK (Hindman 
& Wasik, 2011) and quality of literacy instruction in PK (Piasta, Soto Ramirez et 
al., 2020) and G1 (Parrila et al., 2024)
 But not cognitive activation or constructive support during instruction in primary 

grades (König et al., 2022)

 Positive associations with
 Reported time devoted to phonological awareness, letter knowledge, phonics 

instruction for K-G5 teachers (Spear-Swerling & Zibulsky, 2014)
 Overall observed quantity of literacy instruction in PK (Piasta, Soto-Ramirez et al., 

2020)
 Observed explicit phonological awareness instruction in K (McCutchen, Harry et al., 

2002)
 Reported use of research-based spelling strategies for G2-3 teachers (Puliatte & Ehri, 

2018)

 Reported use of strategies to comprehensively support literacy learning in K and 
G1 (Jordan & Bratsch-Hines, 2020)

 No association between reported or observed explicit word-level literacy 
instruction in primary grades (Arrow et al., 2019)

 Positive associations for PCK (but not CK) with reported language supports and 
general language quality of PK classrooms (Phillips et al., 2020; cf. Spear-
Swerling et al., 2000)

Knowledge Practice
To what extent does 
knowledge relate to 
classroom practice 
and student 
learning?
CORRELATIONAL EVIDENCE



To what extent does 
knowledge relate to 
classroom practice 
and student 
learning?
CORRELATIONAL EVIDENCE

• Content knowledge positively associated with expressive 
vocabulary and print knowledge gains in PK (Cash et al., 2015)

• Knowledge for practice positively associated with oral reading 
fluency, word reading/decoding, vocabulary, and 
comprehension outcomes in G1 (Gersten et al., 2010; cf. 
Carlisle et al., 2011)

• Content knowledge positively associated with word decoding 
(Spear-Swerling & Brucker, 2004) and spelling gains (Puliatte 
& Ehri, 2018) in G2

• Content knowledge positively associated with reading in K-G1 
(Porter et al., 2024) and G3-G4 (Foorman & Moats, 2004)

• Content and knowledge for practice regarding reading fluency 
predicted 25% of the variance in G1-G2 student fluency 
growth (Lane et al., 2009)

• Content knowledge not associated with word 
reading/decoding or comprehension in G1-G3 (Carlisle et al., 
2009; see also Piasta et al., 2009, Parrila et al., 2024)

Knowledge Learning



Does professional 
learning impact 
knowledge?
CAUSAL EVIDENCE

Preservice PL Knowledge

• Synthesis of 12 quality exp/QED studies (Hudson et al., 
2021)

• Phonological awareness:     g = 0.33-1.65
• Phonics knowledge:  g = 0.07-55.32
• Morphological awareness: g = 0.25-1.20

• Meta-analysis of 21 exp/QED studies (Raines et al., 2025)
• g = 1.44

• Integrative review of 27 studies of teacher prep for code-
related instruction (Tortorelli et al., 2021)

• Mostly focused on content knowledge
• Positive effects of explicit instruction via live classroom 

lectures, multimedia modules, tutoring or student 
teaching experiences



Does professional 
learning impact 
knowledge?
CAUSAL EVIDENCE

Inservice PL Knowledge

• Meta-analysis of 11 studies of preschool teacher PL 
on their knowledge (Markussen-Brown et al., 2017)

• g = 0.12 ns

• Meta-analysis of 20 studies of reading 
comprehension PL on K-12 teachers’ knowledge and 
practice (Rice et al., 2024)

• g = 0.95
• 7 with knowledge outcomes g = 0.25-2.08

• Range of null to large effects in individual studies 
(e.g., Donovan et al., 2022; Goldfeld et al., 2020; 
Magidin de Dramer; Neuman & Cunningham, 2009; 
Piasta, Farley et al., 2020; Sayeski et al., 2015)

• Courses, workshops, coaching, online modules



To what extent does 
knowledge impact 
student learning?
CAUSAL EVIDENCE

• Synthesis of 12 quality exp/QED studies (Hudson et al., 2021)
• Word reading  g = 0.00-1.66
• Reading fluency g = 0.15-0.62

• RCT that positively impacted G6-G7 teacher reading 
comprehension knowledge (Wexler et al, 2022)

• No statistically significant effects on students’ reading 
comprehension

• Only study in Rice et al. (2024) meta-analysis that had 
positive effects on teacher knowledge and measured 
student learning

• RCT that positively impacted K-G2 teachers literacy/language 
knowledge (Goldfeld et al., 2020) did not show effects on 
student reading, writing, or language outcomes (Goldfeld et al., 
2022)

PL

Control

↑ Knowledge

Student 
Learning



Teachers’ Knowledge 
to Support Literacy 

Learning and Related 
Research

What should teachers know?
• PC, PCK, PK, Knowledge of learners; PC and PCK based 

on SVR/NSVW

To what extent does knowledge relate to/impact 
classroom practice and student learning?

• Available correlational evidence suggests positive 
associations with practice and potential associations 
with student learning

• Mixed evidence for causal effects on student learning
• May need to take knowledge and practice into account

Does professional learning impact knowledge? 
• Potential positive effects for various formats
• Likely depends on the content, format, and 

quality of the PL

More attention to PCK knowledge, its relations with 
practice/learning, and effects of professional learning; 
knowledge for supporting language, comprehension, 
and writing

Piasta.1@osu.edu

www.linkedin.com/in/shayne-piasta

https://u.osu.edu/el3piasta/ 
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