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Early literacy proficiency is critical to later success, both 
in academics and in life. However, despite efforts to 
improve early literacy instruction across the country, 
the United States struggles to effectively teach children 
to read, showing no progress on international exams in 
reading since 2000. According to data from the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), average 
fourth grade reading scores increased in only one state 
between 2017 and 2019, while scores decreased in 17 
states and showed no significant change in all other states. 
Additionally, when examining the impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic on learning, the widely used Measure of 
Academic Progress (MAP) reveals a three to six percentile 
drop in student reading scores between the 2019-2020 
and 2020-2021 school years.

In addition to declining scores generally, achievement 
gaps between white students and students of color are 
also widening. Scores from the 2019 NAEP fourth grade 
reading assessment show a 26 point difference in reading 
proficiency between white and Black students and between 
white and American Indian students, and a 21 point 
difference between white and Hispanic students.

In its first year, The Path Forward set out to change the 
current state of reading by working with six states— 
Arizona, Colorado, Massachusetts, Missouri, North Carolina, 
and Ohio—to achieve four goals:

Source: NAEP Report Card: Reading

Encourage the involvement of philanthropy as a 
neutral broker to affect change at the state level.

Knit together a coalition of states to bring 
national attention to solutions that improve 
literacy instruction; and

Increase educator preparation program (EPP) 
accountability for early literacy outcomes 
through changes in state regulations and/or 
legislative policies;

Transform the curriculum and delivery of early 
literacy instruction by embedding the science of 
reading into teacher preparation;
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https://www.cpliteracyfoundation.org/about-us/why-early-childhood-literacy-is-so-important/#:~:text=Research%20shows%20that%20children%20who,often%20a%20lifetime%20of%20struggle.
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/2019-12-03/us-students-show-no-improvement-in-math-reading-science-on-international-exam
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/mathematics/supportive_files/2019_infographic.pdf
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/mathematics/supportive_files/2019_infographic.pdf
https://www.nwea.org/content/uploads/2021/07/Learning-during-COVID-19-Reading-and-math-achievement-in-the-2020-2021-school-year.research-brief-1.pdf
https://www.nwea.org/content/uploads/2021/07/Learning-during-COVID-19-Reading-and-math-achievement-in-the-2020-2021-school-year.research-brief-1.pdf
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading/nation/groups/?grade=4
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading/nation/groups/?grade=4
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The Science of Reading and Evidence-
Based Practices
Literacy instruction is evidence-based when educators 
use practices that objective, scientific research has 
found to increase reading achievement. Evidence-
based recommendations undergo an independent peer 
review, are replicable, and are supported by the research 
community. These evidence-based recommendations are 
encapsulated under the umbrella of the science of reading, 
which according to nationally recognized researcher and 
authority on literacy education Dr. Louisa Moats, is  the 
“emerging consensus from many related disciplines, based 
on literally thousands of studies, supported by hundreds 
of millions of research dollars, conducted across the world 
in many languages.” The science of reading points to 
instructional practices other than those based solely on 
theories of reading development or observational data. For 
example, observed practices, such as “guessing” how to 
read the word based on meaning of the text, syntax of the 
language, and/or letters at the beginning of the word, lack 
a basis in science. 

The science of reading recognizes that the brain is not 
wired at birth for reading, so children need to be taught 
reading skills and strategies directly. The National Reading 
Panel convened in 1997 to determine the evidence-base 
regarding reading instruction. The Panel conducted a 
meta-analysis of reading research and identified five pillars 
of instruction that contribute to reading development, 
depicted below.

Decades of studies confirm that teaching phonics, or 
the sounds for each letter, is the reliable approach for 
teaching kids how to read. In addition, other elements 
have been found to support reading development, such 
as building background  knowledge, teaching language 

structure, verbal reasoning, and literacy knowledge, and 
morphological skills. As additional research becomes 
available, information on evidence- based practices within 
the science of reading will continue to expand and evolve.

Best Practices from Across the 
Country: Policies to Improve Reading 
Instruction
Across the country, policymakers have taken steps to 
encourage or mandate instructional practices aligned 
with the science of reading. These efforts generally focus 
on three areas: teacher preparation and licensure, early 
instruction, and professional development.

Teacher Preparation and Licensure
Teachers are more likely to use the science of reading 
in classroom instruction if they have learned evidence- 
based instructional practices in their educator preparation 
programs (EPPs). In 2020, 32 states required EPPs to teach 
the science of reading and more states are increasing the 
role of the science of reading in educator preparation. For 
example, North Carolina Senate Bill 387 was signed into 
law in April 2021 and mandates EPPs provide coursework in 
the science  of reading to elementary and special education 
pre-service teachers receive as part of their training 
in order for the program to be approved or renewed. 
The Virginia General Assembly also passed and enacted 
the bipartisan Virginia Literacy Act in April 2022, which 
includes several strategies to improve literacy instruction, 
including a requirement for EPPs to demonstrate mastery 
of science-based reading research and evidence-based 
literacy instruction. 

In addition to completing coursework, pre-service teachers 
must meet certain requirements to obtain a teaching 
license. Twenty states, including Texas and Ohio, require 
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https://www.academictherapy.com/detailATP.tpl?action=search&cart=16321668496042058&eqskudatarq=2235-4
https://www.academictherapy.com/detailATP.tpl?action=search&cart=16321668496042058&eqskudatarq=2235-4
https://www.thereadingleague.org/what-is-the-science-of-reading/
https://www.collaborativeclassroom.org/blog/a-conversation-about-the-science-of-reading-with-dr-louisa-moats/
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/more-states-are-making-the-science-of-reading-a-policy-priority/2021/10
https://johnbald.typepad.com/files/handbookearlylit.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1529100618772271
https://www.nctq.org/publications/State-of-the-States-2021:-Teacher-Preparation-Policy
https://www.ncleg.gov/BillLookup/2021/S387
https://lis.virginia.gov/cgi-bin/legp604.exe?221+sum+HB319
https://www.nctq.org/publications/State-of-the-States-2021:-Teacher-Preparation-Policy
https://tea.texas.gov/texas-educators/certification/educator-testing/the-science-of-teaching-reading-str-exam
https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Teaching/Licensure/Prepare-for-Certificate-License/FAQs-about-Foundations-of-Reading-Test-Requirement
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elementary teachers to pass a licensure exam that fully 
measures their knowledge of the science of reading. 

Early Assessment and Instruction
In 2020, nineteen states had current or proposed 
legislation to require evidence-based reading instruction 
in the early grades and include language associated with 
the science of reading within policy. For example, Arizona 
mandates that each school district and charter school 
provide ongoing diagnostic assessments to plan evidence- 
based instruction and interventions for students in 
kindergarten through third grade. If more than 20 percent 
of students in a school or district do not meet proficiency 
standards on the state reading assessment, the state 
education agency will review the related curriculum and 
professional development to consider how evidence-based 
reading instruction was used. 

The interest in evidence-based early literacy grew in 
2021, with at least 18 states and the District of Columbia 
indicating they planned to use COVID-19 relief funding 
through the American Rescue Plan and previous aid 
packages to support teacher training or instruction in 
evidence-based approaches to early literacy. In Utah, 
policymakers used $12 million in relief funding to launch an 
effort to re-train 8,000 teachers in Language Essentials for 
Teachers of Reading and Spellingi (LETRS), a professional 
learning solution focused on the science of reading. 
Additionally, several states wrote the science of reading 
into state law during the 2021–2022 time frame, including 
Delaware, Tennessee, Connecticut, and Pennsylvania. 

As states identify assessments to ensure students are 
receiving appropriate instruction and intervention, they 
should consider that data is most helpful when it alerts 
teachers of reading gaps early. Universal screeners, 
which are assessments administered to all students, can 
be beneficial in ensuring no students are overlooked.  
Some states adopt assessments that must be used by all 
public schools, while others provide choice to districts. 
Massachusetts approved several universal screener 
assessments for reading that school districts may purchase 
using grant funds.

Professional Development
Many teachers and pre-service faculty did not learn 
about the science of reading when they worked toward 

their teaching degrees and licensure, including those 
who pursued advanced degree programs. In terms of 
professional development, at least four states require 
that in-service teachers receive professional development 
aligned to the science of reading. For example, Colorado 
requires local education agencies that receive funds 
for interventions or through literacy grants to collect 
documentation from all kindergarten through third 
grade teachers to ensure they are trained in evidence-
based practices to teach reading. Missouri utilizes the 
Comprehensive Literacy State Development (CLSD) grant 
to provide professional development to teachers on the 
science of reading. 

There is a growing interest in ensuring that pre-service 
faculty also receive professional development in 
the science of reading. The Mississippi Momentum 
Partnership is an example of support provided to pre-
service faculty. Through this initiative, faculty that taught 
reading at fifteen public and private EPPs in Mississippi 
were provided training, mentoring, texts, and seminars 
around the science of reading. The partnership was a 
result of the 2015 Governor’s Task Force to Improve 
Teacher Preparation of Early Literacy.

These examples represent just a sampling of policies 
addressing the science of reading. Nearly 20 states passed 
or were considering measures related to the science of 
reading as of fall 2021 and as of spring 2022, more states, 
including Virginia, Pennsylvania, Illinois, and Delaware, 
have either passed or considered legislation focused on the 
science of reading.

Students with Learning Differences
To meet the instructional needs of students with 
disabilities, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA) requires that individualized education plans (IEPs) 
are crafted for each student. Despite this and evidence 
from the National Institute of Health that only five percent 
of young readers have significant cognitive impairments 
that would make attaining reading proficiency extremely 
difficult, more than 60 percent of students with specific 
learning disabilities experience significant difficulty learning 
to read. The District of Columbia has taken action by 
enacting D.C. Law 23-191, which requires the Office of the 
State Superintendent of Education to support schools in 

https://753a0706.flowpaper.com/CCSSOReadingResource/#page%3D10
https://www.azleg.gov/ars/15/00704.htm
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/more-states-are-making-the-science-of-reading-a-policy-priority/2021/10
https://www.kuer.org/education/2022-05-18/utah-joins-national-movement-to-retrain-teachers-on-the-science-of-reading
https://www.lexialearning.com/letrs
https://www.lexialearning.com/letrs
https://legis.delaware.gov/json/BillDetail/GenerateHtmlDocumentSessionLaw?sessionLawId=68682&docTypeId=13&sessionLawName=chp80
https://www.tennessean.com/story/news/education/2021/01/14/tennessee-gov-bill-lee-push-legislation-focusing-learning-loss-reading/4166301001/
https://ctmirror.org/2021/06/24/right-to-read-legislation-passes-as-part-of-budget-implementer/
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/PN/Public/btCheck.cfm?txtType=PDF&sessYr=2021&sessInd=0&billBody=H&billTyp=B&billNbr=2045&pn=2540
http://www.rtinetwork.org/essential/assessment/screening/readingproblems
https://753a0706.flowpaper.com/CCSSOReadingResource/#page%3D24
https://www.nctq.org/publications/State-of-the-States-2021:-Teacher-Preparation-Policy#reading
https://www.educationnext.org/can-teaching-be-improved-by-law-twenty-states-measures-reading/
https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/2019a_199_signed.pdf
https://www.cde.state.co.us/coloradoliteracy
https://753a0706.flowpaper.com/CCSSOReadingResource/#page%3D24
https://msreads.org/what-we-do/mississippi-momentum-project/
https://msreads.org/what-we-do/mississippi-momentum-project/
https://ccpi.unm.edu/sites/default/files/publications/2020%20Mississsippi%20Momentum%20Report%2010082020.pdf
https://ccpi.unm.edu/sites/default/files/publications/2020%20Mississsippi%20Momentum%20Report%2010082020.pdf
https://www.sos.ms.gov/content/executiveorders/ExecutiveOrders/1380.pdf
https://www.sos.ms.gov/content/executiveorders/ExecutiveOrders/1380.pdf
https://www.educationnext.org/can-teaching-be-improved-by-law-twenty-states-measures-reading/
https://lis.virginia.gov/cgi-bin/legp604.exe?221+sum+SB616
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/PN/Public/btCheck.cfm?txtType=PDF&sessYr=2021&sessInd=0&billBody=H&billTyp=B&billNbr=2045&pn=2540
https://custom.statenet.com/public/resources.cgi?id=ID:bill:IL2021000S3900&ciq=ncsl&client_md=69b1a3747b2b73cff629496e18500f93&mode=current_text
https://legis.delaware.gov/BillDetail/99317#:~:text=1%20for%20Senate%20Bill%20No,for%20grades%20kindergarten%20through%203.
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/
https://www.idaontario.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/EAB-2019-Narrowing-the-Third-Grade-Reading-Gap_research-briefing.pdf
https://cdn-websites.imaginelearning.com/corporate/sites/default/files/2018-01/White%20Paper%20-%20Effective%20Literacy%20Instruction%20for%20Students%20With%20Disabilities%20White%20Paper%20(03-2017).pdf
https://code.dccouncil.us/us/dc/council/laws/23-191
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identifying reading difficulties and establishes professional 
development requirements for educators on the topic of 
reading difficulties. 

Guiding Questions

1.	 How do students in your state perform on 
state, national, and international reading 
assessments? Are there differences in 
performance across different student 
populations?

2.	 Does your state require that EPPs align 
coursework with the science of reading? If 
so, how?

3.	 Are teachers in your state required to utilize 
evidence-based reading instruction? If so, 
how is this policy measured and with what 
degree of accountability? If not, what rules 
guide reading instruction in your state?

4.	 Does your state require that teachers 
receive professional development aligned 
with the science of reading? If so, what are 
those policies?

5.	 Has your state conducted a landscape 
analysis to determine if pre-service 
programs and faculty knowledge are aligned 
with the science of reading?

6.	 What are the greatest barriers to 
implementation of instruction aligned with 
the science of reading?

If you would like a digital copy of this issue brief, please 
visit bit.ly/TPFib2022, or scan the QR code to the right.
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