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The purpose of this study was to investigate how the teachers employed by this suburban USA school district implemented balanced
literacy instruction. The 111 teachers who taught grades K-6 completed surveys and were observed. Quantitative data from the
surveys and observations were analyzed through descriptive statistics, nonparametric chi-square tests, and Pearson correlations.
One open-ended survey question was analyzed qualitatively. Findings show that the majority of teachers had an acceptable
understanding of balanced literacy. There were differences among teachers’ instruction on literacy components and structures
across grades. Weak correlations among self-reported and observed practices were found. Implications are discussed as the data
are being used for research-informed improvements in the district.

1. Introduction

Balanced literacy is a term associated with a variety of
perspectives [1]. Some view balanced literacy to be a com-
bination of whole language and skills-based instruction [2].
Others view balanced literacy as an understanding that
reading and writing develop mutually [3]. A third perspective
has shown that balanced literacy is a way to provide different
levels of teacher support and child control [4]. Even though
“balanced literacy” may be an evasive concept without a
definitive consensus among literacy researchers, all can agree
it is a balance of elements. For the purposes of this paper, our
balanced literacy definition mirrors that of New York City’s
Department of Education’s research-based approach called
The Comprehensive Approach to Balanced Literacy [5].

Balanced Literacy stresses the essential dimensions
of reading through explicit teaching of phonics,
phonemic awareness, fluency and expressiveness,
vocabulary, and comprehension. Daily read-
alouds, independent reading time, reading work-
shop, writing workshop, and systematic word
study instruction are key features of the approach.
Teachers demonstrate the habits and strategies of
effective reading and writing through a variety

of structures: read-aloud, guided reading, shared
reading, interactive writing, and minilessons in
reading and writing. By coaching students in indi-
vidual or small-group conferences, teachers allow
students to successfully and independently apply
those strategies to their own reading and writing.

The goal of one Midwestern United States school district
is to make literacy accessible to all students by expanding
teachers’ knowledge and participation in balanced literacy
instruction. The district believes balanced literacy instruc-
tion is important because it responds to students’ needs [6–
8] and leads to high academic achievement [9, 10]. The
district maintains to follow a balanced literacy philosophy,
yet with minimal explicit professional training to support
teacher understanding. The purpose of this study was to
investigate how the teachers employed by this district imple-
mented balanced literacy instruction for research-informed
improvements in education. We explored three questions.

(1) How did the teachers define balanced literacy?

(2) What literacy components and literacy structures did
the teachers emphasize? Were there differences across
grade levels?
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(3) How did the teachers self-report their implementa-
tion of literacy components and structures? How did
their perceived data compare to observed data?

2. Literature Review

The underpinning for a student’s success in today’s society is
the development as a strong reader and writer. Throughout
the years, there have been different philosophies about how
children learn to read. The whole language movement made
its debut in America in the late 1980s. This philosophy of
learning advocated that students learn to read and write in
a manner similar to how they learn to speak [11], namely,
through holistic, rich authentic experiences rather than the
teaching of skills [11, 12]. Whole language is most generally
considered a top-down reading model [13] which suggests
that readers predominantly rely on prior knowledge and
emphasize meaning making. In contrast is the skills-based
phonics approach [14]. This approach’s initial emphasis is on
the direct teaching of isolated letter-sound correspondences
through analytic or synthetic methods. Skills-based or
phonic methods are often considered a bottom-up model
[14]. Bottom-up models envision the reading process as one
during which learners ultimately acquire meaning by first
focusing on the graphemes and associating their phonemes,
then by combining graphemes-phonemes into words which
string together to create sentences [15]. A balanced reading
program emphasizes an interactive model that proposes
that readers use both top-down and bottom-up processes
[16]. The interactive model suggests that students know
and implement the alphabetic principle and bring their
prior knowledge to bear while reading. Research by Snow
et al. [2] supports the idea that the successful teaching
of reading requires skill instruction, including phonics
and phonemics, in conjunction with stimulating reading
and writing experiences. Also recommended is the explicit
teaching of phonics and comprehension as well as immersion
in literature [17, 18]. In 2000, the National Reading Panel
disseminated a report that identified five skill areas which are
essential for students’ development as readers. These include
phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and text
comprehension. Today, balanced literacy is often character-
ized in a more comprehensive and complex way than literacy
components. Balanced literacy is a philosophical orientation
that envisions that reading and writing achievement are
developed through instruction and support in multiple
environments using various approaches that differ by level of
teacher support and child control [4]. Balanced literacy in the
classroom includes the use of such varied structures such as
read-aloud, guided reading/writing, shared reading/writing,
and independent reading/writing [4]. A successful balanced
literacy program, it is argued, must combine teacher-
directed instruction (including teacher modeling of skills,
strategies, and processes) and student-centered activities
(student choice of reading materials) [1, 2, 19, 20].

Districts across the country are incorporating a balanced
model within their literacy programs. A report by Ivey et
al. [21] acknowledged that implementation of a balanced
model varies district to district, with each neither right

nor wrong. Factors of classroom management and teacher-
decision making can influence the level of implementation.
Marinek and Henk [22, page 168] stated that “social, histor-
ical, economic, psychological, philosophical, demographic,
and political factors all set the stage for different literacy
outcomes.” Such factors are important to understand when
analyzing the district’s implementation, remembering that
instituting a balanced instructional model may not be an
exact science. Iversen [23] describes the components as
“intersecting and overlapping” and dynamic because they
are not discrete or fixed and offer the teacher flexibility
and the opportunity to use professional knowledge. Further,
a balanced approach may need to evolve over time based
on ever-changing student needs [22]. “A balanced approach
allows a faculty to agree on a small core of principles about
teaching and learning and a small core of curriculum around
which each teacher can individualize” [24, page 15]. The
concept of balanced literacy is a dynamic model.

Frey et al. [7] investigated one high-poverty urban school
district’s attempt to create balanced literacy instruction in
their schools. Data were triangulated from classroom obser-
vations, teacher surveys, student interviews, and inventories
of school and classroom environments. Frey and colleagues
discovered physical elements (e.g., classroom library, literacy
centers, and displays) were present. They found teachers
attempted to allocate instructional time and implement
the balanced components. However, independent reading
and writing in the form of seatwork was more frequently
observed than modeling or direct instruction, which was
of concern especially for the students who struggled with
reading and writing.

A study by Bitter et al. [25] analyzed the instruction
within San Diego classrooms to measure the consistency of
best practice determined by the district and whether the
balanced instructional practices were associated with an
increase in reading achievement. Teacher interviews and
observations along with student achievement data were col-
lected from nine poverty schools over two years. The research
concluded that a balanced approach which includes higher-
level questioning, student engagement through responsi-
ble conversation, and scaffolding of instruction can yield
improvements in student achievement.

Previous research has shown that teachers often lack a
definition for balanced literacy [26]. When teachers lack
understanding of balanced literacy instruction, the result
may be a distorted or superficial view [24]; teachers cannot
intelligently implement, modify, or reject approaches, strate-
gies, and viewpoints. The broader the teachers’ understand-
ing is, the more complete their repertoire will be and their
success at teaching balanced literacy. Willows [27] stated that
knowing the literacy components is not enough. Teachers
must have a thorough understanding of the rationale for
implementing specific instructional components. The same
is true for structures. Knowledge about structures is insuffi-
cient. When teachers possess deeper understanding, they will
have a better chance of ensuring their students will become
strong readers and writers. To support this finding, Pressley
et al. simply stated that “excellent literacy teachers do it all”
[28, page 11].
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3. Methodology

3.1. Participants. Meadow View (pseudonym) School Dis-
trict is located in a suburb of a Midwest metropolitan city
in the United States. The student population is comprised of
Caucasian (87%), African American (9%), Hispanic (2.4%),
Asian (1.1%), and Native American (less than 1%). The
district has six elementary schools, which serve kindergarten-
fourth grade, and two intermediate schools, which serve
students in grades five and six. The elementary schools have
the typical classroom setting where one teacher instructs
students in multiple subjects. In contrast, the intermediate
school faculty instruct a specialty area. For this study, all
elementary (K-4) teachers and only the communication arts
fifth and sixth grade intermediate teachers were included.
A total of 111 teachers had an average of 9.5 years of
experience. Approximately 65% held master degrees, 24%
bachelor degrees, and 11% held a specialist degree. The
primary ethnicity of teachers was Caucasian (99%).

3.2. Data Collection and Sources. We collected data from
classroom observations and teacher surveys. The first author,
a literacy researcher, met with the second author, a district
leader, to discuss and revise the observation and survey
instruments obtained from Frey et al. [7]. Next, the district’s
literacy taskforce, comprised of a reading specialist from each
school, literacy coaches (whom each serve two buildings),
and principals, reviewed the research instruments and made
suggestions, which the first author revised. Finally, the
first author met with the literacy taskforce to discuss and
revise the instruments one final time. At this meeting the
procedures for data collection were discussed.

3.3. Classroom Observations. All kindergarten-fourth grade
and communication arts fifth-sixth grade teachers were
observed during one school day by the first author/research-
er. District administrators and principals coordinated dates
with the researcher for the school visits, but teachers were
not told the specific day of the observations so they could not
purposefully change their instruction. During one full day in
each school, the first author randomly sampled each teacher’s
classroom as frequently as possible, on average five times
per classroom, during literacy instruction. The activities and
instruction were documented in written form. For example,
in Classroom A, the teacher was conducting a guided reading
group with five children, focusing on comprehension (the
teacher asking questions), while the remaining students
were independently reading or doing word work/phonics at
their seats. In Classroom B, the teacher was conducting a
whole class comprehension lesson by reading aloud a picture
book and pausing occasionally for the students to make
connections. Then returning to Classroom A, the teacher
was reading aloud to the students for pleasure. Later in
Classroom B, the teacher was conducting writing workshop:
she used shared writing as her minilesson, followed by stu-
dents independently writing while the teacher conferred with
students. This type of documentation occurred throughout
the day.

At the end of each school visit, the first author read
through the qualitative notes and inserted the information
into a checklist adapted from Frey et al., 2005 [7]. One
checklist was prepared for each grade level at each school
and included the entire day’s observations across teachers
(N = 3 or N = 4) for frequency of occurrence. For example,
in Classroom A samples, the following items were marked on
the checklist: (1) components: phonics and comprehension,
(2) structures: guided reading, independent reading and read
aloud. Classroom B’s checklist for the two samples had the
following markings: (1) components: comprehension, mini
lesson and writing process, (2) structures: read aloud, shared
writing, and independent writing.

The question of the degree of confidence that one can
place on a small sample of teacher behavior as representative
of general classroom practice arises in studies like this one.
Stallings and Frieberg [29], Ayers [30], and more recently
Tollefson et al. [31] and Frey et al. [7] demonstrated that
teachers show a high level of consistency in their classroom
interactions over time. This is especially true for low-
inference behaviors such as the use of direct observations of
concrete behaviors in this study.

3.4. Teacher Surveys. A three-page survey collected teachers’
self-reported data that contained Likert scale responses and
open-ended questions. The Likert-scale responses asked
teachers to rate their frequency (1–6 scale) for which they
implement literacy structures and instructional compo-
nents. A score of 6 indicated they implemented the struc-
ture/component every day, 4 was weekly implementation, 2
was monthly implementation, and 1 was recorded if they
rarely/never implemented each structure/component. The
open-ended questions solicited teachers’ definition of bal-
anced literacy, their practices on student achievement data
analysis, collaboration with the literacy coach and reading
interventionist, involvement with a balanced literacy group,
literacy teaching strategies, implementation of reading and
writing notebooks, and use of resources and professional
library. For the purposes of this paper, only the first open
response is included in the results.

Surveys were printed on paper and teachers completed a
written copy before the first author completed observations.
The teachers placed the completed survey in a sealed enve-
lope, and then that envelope was put into a second envelope,
for a double-blind process. On the outside (second) envelope
they wrote their name so the principal could account for
completed surveys. The outside envelope was taken off by the
principal’s secretary and destroyed before giving the inner
(anonymous) envelope to the first researcher. Surveys were
distributed to 111 teachers and a total of 105 were returned
for a 95% response rate.

3.5. Data Analysis. The observational data and teacher
Likert scale responses were entered into SPSS by row
(independent variable grade/school) and column (depen-
dent variable component or structure). Descriptive statis-
tics were used to determine demographics and report
means and frequencies. Next, we conducted nonparametric
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Table 1: Frequency of observed reading components.

K 1 2 3 4 5 & 6 Average

Phonemic awareness 18.93% 5.56% 0.00% 0.00% 0.0% 0.00% 4.59%

Phonics/word study 71.49% 60.20% 47.14% 28.70% 0.0% 37.22% 41.24%

Fluency 3.33% 14.05% 10.18% 9.35% 0.0% 0.00% 6.92%

Vocabulary 0.00% 2.78% 5.42% 1.85% 0.0% 15.00% 2.82%

Comprehension 6.25% 17.42% 37.26% 60.09% 100.0% 47.78% 41.30%

chi-square tests to examine relationships between items.
Kruskal-Wallis evaluates the mean rank of the dependent
variable (e.g., components or structures) to determine if it
is the same across all levels of a factor (e.g., grade levels).
We used Kruskal-Wallis to determine across grades whether
there were significant differences on the usage of structures
and components. Finally, we ran Pearson correlations to
determine the relationship of observed behavior to reported
behavior.

The first open-ended survey statement, “Please write in
your own words your definition of balanced literacy” was
typed for all the teachers. The first author went through
the data using qualitative analysis: read all the teachers’
responses multiple times, identified ratings or categories, and
then look for the frequency of those categories [32]. Ratings
(exemplary, acceptable, and inadequate) of definitions were
developed from the generalizations.

An outside consultant read through the quantitative and
qualitative data creating checklists for the components/struc-
tures and provided ratings for the definitions similar to the
first author. Across the first author and consultant, there was
>85% reliability or agreement.

4. Results

The results will be presented by guiding questions.
How did teachers define balanced literacy?
To answer this question, we qualitatively looked for

categories in their answers. Most of the teachers (84%)
communicated a definition of balanced literacy that was
acceptable, but not encompassing. For example, one teacher
said “Balanced literacy is a program that has guided read-
ing, independent reading, shared reading, word work and
writing.” This shows that the teacher had acceptable under-
standing about balanced literacy, but s/he did not totally
understand that it is a framework rather than a program
and neither did the teacher communicate all the structures
and the components. We found most teachers wrote defi-
nitions that focused on structures (e.g., guided reading and
independent reading) rather than literacy components (e.g.,
phonics, vocabulary, and comprehension). About 10% of
the teachers did not seem to understand balanced literacy
and thus gave an inadequate definition. One teacher wrote
“Where all students learn to read and write effectively.”
While we hope this is the goal of balanced literacy, a lot of
information is missing to indicate complete understanding.
In contrast, less than 6% of the sample had exemplary def-
initions. An example is “Students are engaged in classroom
activities where they interactively learn to read and write.

Activities are based on literacy areas including phonemic
awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension and
writing. Components of balanced literacy include: reading
aloud, shared reading, reading workshop, shared writing,
interactive writing, writing workshop.”

What literacy components and structures did the teachers
emphasize? Were there differences across grade levels?

To answer what teachers emphasized, we tabulated the
frequency of observed use of components and structures. We
used a Kruskal-Wallis one-way analysis of variance to test
whether there were differences across grade levels.

Table 1 shows the frequency of use for each reading com-
ponent as a percentage across grade levels. The results show
the components in relation to each other and which compo-
nents dominated the instruction. As expected, kindergarten
teachers used more phonemic awareness activities than
teachers in other grades. Phonics gradually tapered off by
third grade. In fifth-sixth grade phonics/word study instruc-
tion focused on spelling and structural analysis. Interestingly,
all fourth grade observations documented comprehension
instruction and no other reading skill instruction was seen.
Comprehension strategy instruction was observed in almost
all classrooms, but vocabulary and fluency instruction were
limited.

To assess whether there were differences on how teachers
emphasized instructional components across the grade lev-
els, we conducted Kruskal-Wallis analyses of variance. There
was a significant difference among grade levels on phonics,
χ2(5) = 18.70, P = 0.002. The lower grades had much higher
mean ranks than the intermediate grades. A significant
difference was also found on comprehension χ2(5) = 12.25,
P = 0.031.

Table 2 documents the frequency of observed writing
components across grade levels. Minilessons, writing pro-
cess, student share, and grammar were instructed in all
classrooms. Handwriting received less attention, specifically
in second, fourth, fifth and sixth grades. To assess whether
there were differences on the writing components across
the grade levels we conducted Kruskal-Wallis analyses of
variance. There was a significant difference among grades on
the writing process, χ2(5) = 11.28, P = 0.046.

Table 3 shows the percentages for classroom structures of
reading and writing across grade levels. The findings show
read alouds were much more common in kindergarten than
in any other grade. Shared reading was never observed in any
of the classrooms. Guided reading or small group instruction
was used by most teachers in first grade, but no teachers in
kindergarten or fifth, and sixth grade. Modeled writing was
not observed and shared writing was minimally observed. It
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Table 2: Frequency of observed writing components.

K 1 2 3 4 5 & 6 Average

Minilesson 40.00% 28.50% 28.00% 33.33% 33.33% 12.00% 29.19%

Write process 10.00% 35.70% 44.00% 33.33% 33.33% 24.00% 30.06%

Student share 10.00% 7.14% 16.00% 5.55% 16.67% 16.00% 11.89%

Handwriting 20.00% 14.28% 0% 5.55% 0% 0% 6.64%

Grammar 20.00% 14.28% 12.00% 22.22% 16.67% 48.00% 22.20%

Table 3: Frequency of observed literacy structures.

K 1 2 3 4 5 & 6 Average

Read aloud 52.17% 4.34% 9.09% 11.76% 10.71% 21.43% 18.25%

Share reading 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Guide reading 0.00% 43.47% 34.09% 35.29% 46.43% 0.00% 26.55%

Ind. reading 4.34% 36.96% 29.55% 26.47% 21.43% 28.57% 24.55%

Model writing 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Shared writing 4.34% 2.17% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.09%

Ind. writing 39.13% 13.04% 27.27% 26.47% 21.43% 50.00% 29.56%

was much more common to see students independently writ-
ing. To assess whether there were differences on the reading
and writing structures across the grade levels, we conducted
Kruskal-Wallis analyses of variance. There was a signifi-
cant difference among grades on guided reading, χ2(5) =
11.53, P = 0.042. No significant differences across grade
levels for writing structures were found.

How did the teachers self-report their implementation
of instructional components and structures? How did their
perceived data compare to observed data?

The teachers were given opportunity to document how
frequently they instruct reading and writing components
and structures. The results in Table 4 are for teachers across
all grade levels. The data show that the suburban teachers’
responses were fairly consistent in their instruction of all
literacy components and structures. The fact that 10%
of the teachers rarely or never teach phonemic awareness
is a developmentally acceptable practice. About 10% said
they never teach the writing process and 19% documented
their lack of handwriting instruction. About 13% of the
teachers said they rarely implement guided reading and
shared writing.

To answer the second research question, we conducted
correlations between teachers reported data and observed
data. Statistics for the category of reading components were
run and the only significant correlation was between self-
reported and observed phonics, r(32) = 0.46, P = 0.008. No
self-reported/observed writing components were significant.
Next, we looked at writing structures and found none to be
significant, but among reading structures we found guided
reading to be significant, r(32) = 0.38, P = 0.034. Most of
the correlations, except phonics, were in the weak range.

5. Discussion

In this paper, we investigated teachers’ knowledge of bal-
anced literacy and their practices in order for the district

to make research-informed improvements. Within the past
two years, the teachers in this district have been encouraged
to implement balanced literacy instruction with minimal
professional development.

We began by analyzing their definitions. Previous
research stated that teachers often do not have a definition
for balanced literacy [26] and a distorted or superficial view
may result in teachers’ inability to implement or modify
an approach or philosophy. We found that most of the
teachers possessed acceptable knowledge of balanced literacy,
although some professional development could be provided
to enable teachers to more fully understand this framework.
Any district initiative takes time for teachers’ knowledge and
buy-in to increase so district leaders should be encouraged
that the fundamental aspects of balanced literacy are known
by the majority of their teachers.

Balanced literacy is based on research. Even though
numerous publications promote balanced literacy in general
[1, 33] and specifically advocate teaching the components
[34, 35] and using the structures [4], minimal research is
available on these components and structures in practice.
The amount of time invested in literacy instruction is
the “most important alterable determinant” for student
achievement [35]. Two hours of literacy instruction is quite
common in Midwest USA schools; the Meadow View District
requires that amount of instructional literacy time in their
classrooms. Yet, we know little about what components
teachers emphasize the most and what structures they most
frequently use during the literacy instruction. We found
some of the observational data surprising and informative
showing how the components and structures are in relation-
ship to each other and which ones dominate the instruction
of teachers in this particular district. For example, strengths
were clearly seen across schools and grades in the areas
of comprehension and writing. In comparison to the San
Diego district [25], a focus on these two areas specifically
contributed to increased student achievement. Teaching
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Table 4: Teachers’ self-reported instruction.

Every day A few days a week Weekly A few days a month Monthly Rarely or never

Phonemic awareness 42.7% 24.7% 9.5% 11.5% 1.4% 10.2%

Phonics 47.2% 20.0% 13.5% 13.9% 1.5% 3.9%

Vocabulary 27.8% 48.5% 18.1% 5.6% 0.0% 0.0%

Comprehension 68.9% 23.6% 4.9% 1.8% 0.0% 0.7%

Fluency 49.7% 33.5% 9.4% 3.9% 1.4% 2.1%

Grammar 36.1% 28.7% 23.1% 6.2% 4.6% 1.3%

Minilesson 33.2% 46.3% 10.8% 5.1% 0.0% 4.7%

Write process 29.4% 31.9% 17.4% 7.9% 3.3% 10.2%

Student Share 20.2% 28.3% 38.3% 9.8% 2.8% 0.6%

Handwriting 28.9% 27.9% 11.9% 12.1% 0.0% 19.1%

Ind. reading 81.2% 15.0% 1.5% 0.8% 0.0% 1.4%

Guided reading 50.7% 23.9% 8.5% 1.6% 1.6% 13.8%

Shared reading 39.9% 41.5% 12.3% 1.5% 1.5% 3.3%

Read aloud 66.8% 17.9% 9.7% 0.0% 1.9% 3.7%

Model writing 22.2% 41.1% 21.5% 11.1% 0.0% 4.0%

Shared writing 5.9% 46.5% 25.2% 8.0% 0.6% 13.7%

Ind. writing 56.6% 21.4% 17.9% 0.0% 1.4% 2.7%

students how, when, and why to apply comprehension
strategies is important for developing effective readers [36].
Likewise, writing is essential to communication and learning,
therefore teachers have a responsibility to teach writing
rather than assign writing [37]. Fortunately, a great amount
of emphasis was devoted to these two aspects by Meadow
View District.

Another finding from Meadow View District was the
limited emphasis on fluency and vocabulary instruction.
Interestingly, Bitter et al. [25] also found limited instruction
in phonics, vocabulary, and word study. According to
Shanahan [35], the four core areas of word knowledge
(phonemic awareness and phonics), comprehension (vocab-
ulary), fluency, and writing are equally important. Further,
the National Reading Panel [34] showed that fluency and
vocabulary, two of five core reading foci, are instrumental
to students’ literacy development. We should mention a
limitation of this study is that observations were conducted
on one day in each school, so it is possible that more
emphasis was devoted to these areas on another day. That
said finding cannot be dismissed because these components
are too important. Rasinski and Samuels [38] stated that
fluency is important not only in the primary grades but
through intermediate grades all the way to secondary school.
Vocabulary has repeatedly been found to be a strong
predictor of comprehension [39].

The gradual release model [36] provides four levels of
support to give the students progressive responsibility for
learning a concept or strategy. The gradual release of respon-
sibility begins with teacher modeling, then coaching through
shared and guided practice, followed by giving students
control with independent practice. The structures of the
balanced literacy framework are a flexible organizational tool
that helps teachers engage students in a variety of experiences
[4]. All four structures are fundamental to effective instruc-
tion and student achievement [36]. Within this framework,

we found Meadow View teachers minimally provided some
portions of the gradual release model, specifically shared
reading and writing and modeled writing. Interestingly,
teachers in a neighboring metropolitan district also spent
the greatest proportion of their time on reading aloud and
independent writing [7]. Frey and colleagues suggested one
possible reason is that the teachers used independent reading
and writing as a classroom management technique and a
second reason may be teachers prefer increased productivity
and creativity associated with independent tasks. We agree
that these two reasons are possibilities for why Meadow View
teachers may have incorporated more independent work.
However, we also propose that teachers were not familiar
with the importance of the shared reading and writing
structures and how to integrate them into their lessons.
Since there was limited professional development of balanced
literacy, teachers incorporated the aspects they knew. Even
though teachers’ definitions focused more on structures than
components, limited knowledge on all the structures may
have impacted their understanding and thus practice of the
four levels of support. Other factors such as social, historical,
demographic, philosophical, or political were not solicited
and would be an ideal question for future research.

Classroom teachers self-reported that they incorporate
most aspects of balanced literacy components on a regu-
lar basis. According to the teachers, handwriting, writing
process, and phonemic awareness were the least commonly
taught components. Of these, phonemic awareness is a
beginning reader skill, so some teachers may not incor-
porate phonemic awareness in their instruction. However,
handwriting and the writing process should be instructed
daily across all grades. Across structures and components,
we found teachers tended to rate themselves higher than the
observations showed.

As with any research, this study had its limitations
including length of time spent in each classroom, use of
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surveys rather than focus groups or interviews, and lack of
measurement of teacher quality. A future study should not
only document what a teacher is doing but also measure the
quality of teaching that component or using that structure.
Future research can also include teacher interviews or focus
groups. A focus of interviews could be on “why” teachers
make these decisions and what factors contribute to their
instruction. Teacher rationale can impact educational policy
and boost level of program implementation. If funding and
greater human resources are available, spending more time
in classrooms should be a priority.

6. Educational Importance

Numerous manuscripts have researched effective schools [8,
40] and classrooms [41]. These studies have been helpful
in identifying effective classroom characteristics such as a
literate environment, explicit teaching, variety of reading
materials, motivation, and accountability. Yet these articles
do not address the components and structures of balanced
literacy. Therefore, our research can enrich the field in
three ways: through the literature on teacher education,
educational policy making, and balanced literacy practice.

6.1. Teacher Education. Teacher knowledge has been shown
to be more important than instructional method or socioe-
conomic status with regards to effective teaching [42]. Good
instructional practice is complex and necessitates time to
learn. It requires much hard work on the part of teachers and
extensive knowledge of many areas in literacy [1].

Following, we provide an example of what the literature
says about teacher knowledge on one component: alphabet-
ics (i.e., phonemic awareness and phonics). Research shows
that both beginning teachers [43] and practicing teachers
[44, 45] who are directly responsible for teaching children
to read do not possess adequate alphabetical knowledge.
There is a mismatch between primary grade teachers’ self-
perceptions of their competency and their actual knowledge
[44, 46, 47]. Cunningham et al. [46, page 162] stated “We
have much work to do in professional development in the
domains of phonological awareness and phonics. . .It is of
concern because it is critical that people know what they do
not know.”

Similar research could be included for the other com-
ponents and the gradual release model (structure). Haynes
[48] stated that teachers are not prepared to teach literacy
and universities underestimate the literacy knowledge and
training preservice teachers need. If this is the case, then
school districts are responsible for providing appropriate,
purposeful, and meaningful professional development.

That said, providing professional development is not
enough. Schools must monitor how the curriculum is taught,
how the materials are used to support the curriculum, and
data should be collected to show students are learning [49].
Monitoring the implementation of curriculum contributes
to improvement. According to the research, there are several
reasons for monitoring curriculum: efficiency of time and
money, consistent development for student success, teacher

alertness and accountability, and the principal will become
more visible and involved with curriculum which contributes
to school improvement [50].

One consideration for higher educational institutions,
state boards of education, and school districts is to under-
stand Zeichner and Gore’s [51] theory of teacher social-
ization. This theory holds that an individual becomes a
participating member in the society of teachers through
a process that is influenced by pretraining experiences
as a pupil, formal preservice teacher education, and in-
service years of teaching. Teachers become socialized into
the profession through practice. Meaning is derived through
social interaction between persons and modified through
a largely internal process of interpretation. Becoming a
professional teacher is an interactive and interpretive process
between the meaning making of a teacher in relation to
the context of his/her professional development program
and the context of his/her actual practice. The theory of
teacher socialization promotes coherence between thought
and action.

6.2. Policy Making. It is important for effective infrastruc-
tures to be developed that support teaching and assessment.
National or state policy makers should put forth effort
to create a comprehensive plan that addresses all primary
and secondary students’ needs. In the USA, state boards
of education could collaborate with higher educational
institutions, school districts, schools, and teachers to craft a
literacy plan that ensures training and support for teachers
[48]. The plan needs to have a vision for aligning educational
systems and invest in teachers. Teachers are at the center
of instruction, so policy makers should see that district
leaders provide teachers with opportunities to increase their
knowledge, improve their practice through feedback, and
receive ongoing training and support. One possibility is
to develop tools that can be used for collecting data on
teaching rather than simply assessing student data. In this
study, we adapted previously-developed instruments [7]
that the district school principals continue to use as they
walk through their teachers’ classrooms. The principals and
district administrators are able to continue teacher data
collection for their accountability and to inform professional
development. Haynes [48] has published a document that
outlines how to move from state policy to impacting class-
room practices. She provides action steps that must be taken
at all levels including state, district, school, and classroom
in order to positively impact teachers’ instructional practices
and improve students’ literacy skills. Haynes organizes her
action plan around five areas: planning, quality of teaching,
use of data, instructional infrastructure, and accountability.
We recommend policy makers visit her publication (see
references) and use this helpful document to make positive
changes.

6.3. Balanced Literacy. We know a lot about literacy compo-
nents [34] and structures [4], independently, but we have
very little information about how these look in balanced
literacy classrooms. Very few studies [7, 25] provide situated
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examples of balanced literacy in districts. Authors such as
Pressley et al. [8, 40] have called for more examples of
balanced literacy in action.

This study contributes to the field by providing infor-
mation on what components teachers emphasize and the
structures they use during their 2-hour literacy block in
one school district in the United States. Frey et al. [7, page
279] said “The literature has not established an optimal
amount of time to spend on literacy activities or the best
balance of activities for balanced literacy.” Even though
the teachers in this study had strengths and weaknesses,
the data show reality in classrooms. It is our hope that
after several manuscripts have published information about
teachers’ practices in balanced literacy that Frey et al.’s [7]
statement about identifying the best balance of components
and structures can be answered.

The major implication of these findings is that teachers
attempt to put into practice what they know about balanced
literacy. We discussed the importance of knowledge in the
section of teacher education. Based on a random sample,
the observational data confirmed that direct instruction
of skills and strategies and student-centered reading and
writing activities [2] was taking place in Meadow View
Schools. Professional development had been given in the
components of comprehension and writing, and these were
evident in many classrooms. Bitter et al. [25] also found that
teachers’ practices aligned with schools’ instructional focus.
The district is currently using the data to develop future
professional development specifically in the areas of shared
reading and writing as well as vocabulary and fluency during
this school year.

7. Conclusion

With increased emphasis on literacy in our schools, educa-
tors should evaluate the processes and outcomes of school-
wide approaches to teach reading. In sum, the teachers
in this district have acceptable knowledge about balanced
literacy and were implementing balanced literacy instruc-
tion, although there was unequal distribution of literacy
components and structures. In this paper, we attempted
to erase confusion of a term by providing a clear defini-
tion of balanced literacy [26]. Through observations, we
focused on literacy components [34] and gradual release
model structures [36] and the integrity of the teachers’
implementation of these. We adapted previously-developed
instruments [7] that school principals continue to use as they
walk through their teachers’ classrooms for their own data
and accountability. Through surveys and observations, we
provided the field with specific information about processes
that advance literacy research. This careful examination can
support school districts as they attempt data-based school
reform.
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