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Abstract

The purpose of our study was to examine elementary literacy teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness
to implement the ELA CCSS. We defined preparedness across three dimensions: teachers’ perceived
levels of knowledge of the standards and its components; efficacy to implement changes; and actual
changes to their instructional practices. A survey was developed based on the literature and administered
to 158 elementary school teachers in two districts. Findings document the nature of their professional
development and identify areas where additional development opportunities are necessary. While all
teachers reported receiving professional development on the ELA CCSS, they varied in knowledge ratings
across various dimensions of the standards, self-efficacy ratings, and the degree they reported
implementing changes in their practice with the introduction of the ELA CCSS. Discussion focuses on the
need to provide more time and supports to teachers as they deal with the challenges of the new standards.

Keywords: English Language Arts Common Core State Standards, teacher preparedness, instructional
change, professional development

Introduction

The Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) and National Governors
Association (NGA & CCSSO, 2010) initiated a voluntary, state-led effort, to create a common set
of internationally benchmarked standards in English/language arts and mathematics for K-12
students. Referred to as the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), they underscored the need
for “fewer, clearer, and higher” standards to identify what high school graduates should know to
be ready for the challenges of college and career (Rothman, 2012). While representing an
important first step in school reform, critical questions remain about the degree to which teachers
are prepared to implement the CCSS.

For several reasons, answers to questions of teachers’ preparedness are not readily
forthcoming because of how researchers’ have conducted their studies. First, for most
evaluations, state and district officials mainly serve as the respondents; (Anderson, Harrison, &
Lewis, 2012; Council of the Great City Schools, 2012; Kober, Mclntosh, & Rentner, 2013; Kober
& Rentner, 2011a; Kober & Rentner, 2011b; Kober & Rentner, 2012; McMurrer & Frizzel, 2013;
Murphy & Regenstein, 2012; Rentner, 2013a; Rentner, 2013b; Rentner, 2013c); consequently,
whether their evaluations of preparedness match teachers’ can’t be determined. Second, when
teachers are the main respondents, researchers usually compared their general estimates of
competence to teachers in other schools, districts, or states (ASCD, 2012) or simply provided
broad estimates of preparedness based on single survey items (AFT, 2013; Editorial Projects in
Education Research Center, 2013; Scholastic, & Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2013;
Walker, 2013). It is not known whether teachers’ perceptions of general preparedness might vary
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according to particular dimensions of the CCSS (e.g., theoretical perspectives of literacy, use of
informational texts, need for close reading, etc.); ability to teach certain students (e.g., low-
achievers, ESL, & special education); levels of preparation resulting from professional
development activities; or certain entry level characteristics such as graduate degrees or years of
experience (Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2007; Goldhaber & Anthony, 2007; Kane, Rockoff, &
Staiger, 2008). Finally, researchers have commented on the challenges of implementing the new
standards without considering teachers’ perspectives on this topic (Beach, 2011; Kober & Renter,
2012; Sawchuk, 2012; Shanahan, 2013). Once again, whether teachers agree with these
suggestions or would offer additional challenges can’t be determined from the existing research.
This study addresses these issues by asking teachers directly about their preparedness to
implement the CCSS into practice, not just in general, but in terms of various dimension of the
standards and student populations, as well as asking teachers directly about the challenges they
face in the implementation of the CCSS standards.

This study adopts a social constructivist perspective, which highlights teachers’ active
engagement in constructing new knowledge and understanding through participation with others
in activities and experiences (Vygotsky, 1978). As teachers engage in learning experiences and
professional development around the standards, they actively and collectively make meaning of
the standards. Beliefs about teaching and learning serve as a filter through which teachers
process new knowledge and substantially influence their judgments and actions in the classroom
(Levin & He, 2008). In addition, teachers’ beliefs influence choices relating to topics to teach
and instructional strategies to adopt (Bandura, 2006; Chrysostomou & Philippou, 2010; Pajares,
2006; Richardson, 1990).

To gain a more thorough understanding of teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness to
teach the CCSS, we sought a multi-dimensional view of readiness; a more complete
understanding of how professional development activities might promote it; and a formal
evaluation of whether professional development and other entry level characteristics predicted
their preparation levels. Accordingly, we identified three levels of teachers’ preparedness: (a)
their understanding of the CCSS and its components, (b) their confidence to use this knowledge
to align instructional practices with CCSS’s expectations; and (3) actual changes in their
instructional practices (Duffy, 2005; Schraw, 2006). Having knowledge of the CCSS and its
subtopics serve as an important first step towards developing preparedness, requiring a
reconciliation between past and newly acquired knowledge; confidence or efficacy serves as
mediator between knowledge and teachers’ actions to align instruction, likely influencing the
degree to which teachers use knowledge to make instructional changes (Bandura, 1986; Emmer
& Hickman, 1991; Giallo & Little, 2003; Ormrod, 2006); and existing changes in instructional
practices serve as an indicator of teachers’ ability to apply knowledge given their confidence and
knowledge levels (Bandura, 1986; Berliner, 2004; Turner, 2006; Zimmerman, 1998).

While professional development likely influences teachers’ preparedness, research shows
how the quality, quantity, content of its activities; how it is formatted; and who presents the
information influences its effectiveness (Birman, Desimone, Porter, & Garet, 2000; Learning
Forward, 2012; McLaughlin & Overturf, 2012). Even with quality professional development,
researchers still believe teachers need long-term and ongoing support because CCSS represent a
major change in focus and emphasis from prior reform efforts (ASCD, 2012; Hall & Hord, 2011,
Murphy & Regenstein, 2012; Wixson, 2013). To evaluate professional development,
recommendations from two leading researchers, Guskey (2009) and Desimone (2009), were
combined to produce the following criteria: time (duration); collaboration in problem solving
(active learning and collective participation); school-based orientation; strong leadership; content
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focus; and coherence. Our next consideration was to examine years of teaching experience,

additional degrees, coursework, or any qualifications that likely played a role in shaping teachers’

perceptions of their preparedness (Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2007; Goldhaber & Anthony,

2007; Kane, Rockoff, & Staiger, 2008; Smith & Strahan, 2004).

This study offers both theoretical and practical implications for studying the adoption of
new learning standards. In terms of theoretical implications, it supports the need for researchers
to adopt a multi-dimensional perspective of teacher preparedness, in which preparedness is not
viewed as single entity, but rather one that is multifaceted and varied. With regard to practical
implications, it moves the discussion beyond simply asking teachers if they are ready to
implement the new CCSS, to asking them about their readiness in terms of their knowledge of the
standards, their self-efficacy to implement the standards into practice, and the degree of changes
in practice they have made. In addition, it looks at the extent to which this readiness applies to
specific dimensions of the CCSS and not others.

To limit the scope of the study, we focused on English Language Arts Standards at the
elementary grade levels in two school districts. The following research questions guide this
effort:

1. To what extent do teachers feel prepared to implement the ELA CCSS?

a. What level of understanding do teachers have regarding the ELA CCSS and its
components (e.g., topics, general standards, & assessment)?

b. How do teachers rate their efficacy to teach the ELA CCSS?

c. What changes do teachers report making to their instruction to meet the
expectations of the new ELA CCSS?

What types of professional development have teachers received?

How do they rate the quality of their professional development opportunities?

4. To what extent are teachers’ evaluations of their preparedness (i.e., knowledge of
components, general efficacies, & instructional changes) predicted by teacher (e.g.,
advanced degrees, years of experience) & school characteristics (rural versus urban),
and professional development?

wmn

Methodology

This study utilized a cross-sectional survey with data collected at one point in time from
participants at 20 elementary schools in two school districts (Creswell, 2003). The survey was
administered online to participants using Qualtrics software.

Population and Sample

Elementary English language arts teachers from two school systems in a southeastern
state participated in the study. System A is a county system with 15 elementary schools, four
middle schools, five high schools and one alternative school. Based on state-mandated 2012-2013
accountability assessments, eight of its elementary schools met expected growth, four exceeded
expected growth, and three failed to meet expected growth. The county has 1,042 licensed, full-
time employees of whom 575 hold masters or advanced degrees, 11 hold doctoral degrees, and
149 achieved national board certification. The county serves more than 13,000 students. The
ethnic composition of the student population is 63.2% white, 20.4% black, 10.7% Hispanic, 4.9%
multi-racial, .4% Asian, and .4% American Indian. Fifty-nine percent of students received free or
reduced lunch. The graduation rate in 2011-2012 was 76%.
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System B is located in a small city, comprised of five elementary schools, two middle
schools, one high school and one early childhood center. According to 2012-2013 assessments,
two elementary schools met expected growth requirements, one exceeded expected growth, and
two failed to meet expected growth. The city system has 438 certified staff members of 152 hold
advanced degrees and 52 are national board certified. Approximately 4,700 students are enrolled
in the school district of which 40.3% are white, 15.2% are black, 38.7% are Hispanic, 1.5% are
Asian, 0.3% are American Indian and 4.13% are multi-racial. In the 2013-2014 school vyear,
73.65% of the students qualified for free or reduced lunch. The high school graduation rate for
2013 was 86.3%.

All elementary English language arts teachers from both school systems were invited to
participate in the study at the request of the school district. The response rate for teachers in
School System A was 50% (n = 123) and the response rate for teachers in School System B was
29% (n = 35).

Instrumentation

Data was collected using an online survey which participants received a link to via email
using the Qualtrics program. The two authors designed the survey using the Editorial Projects in
Education (EPE) Research Center’s survey as a foundation (Editorial Projects in Education
Research Center, 2013). This survey was designed for teachers and provided the most
comprehensive framework for evaluating teachers’ perceptions of preparedness. Questions were
modified or added to (a) collect more detailed information on teachers’ professional
development, such as the number of opportunities, hours, and quality ratings for professional
development offered by a variety of entities; (b) to determine teachers’ knowledge rating of
specific components and topics related to the ELA CCSS; (c) to elicit more specific information
on teachers’ efficacy to implement instructional changes, and (d) to identify how teachers
changed their instructional practices as a result of Common Core implementation. The final
survey consisted of 37 survey items, 10 with multiple questions, across 5 categories: background
information (e.g., How many years of teaching experience do you have?), professional
development experiences (e.g., Which of the following topics have been addressed in your formal
professional development? Check all that apply.), perceived knowledge of the standards and its
components and topics (e.g., Please rate your overall level of understanding of the College and
Career anchor standards.), self-efficacy to implement the standards (e.g., On a five-point scale,
where 5 is “Very Prepared” and 1 is “Not at All Prepared,” how prepared do you personal feel to
teach the ELA CCSS to the following groups of students (all students, ELLS, students with
disabilities, low income students, academically at-risk students)?), and reports of changes in
instructional practice (e.g., Rate your level of agreement with the following statement, “My
practices have changed with the ELA CCSS.). Thirty-five survey items had a closed response
format and 2 were open-ended. Of the 35 closed response items, 20 were Likert scale items and
the remaining 15 were multiple choice items that elicited information on participants’
background or more detailed information, such as the format(s) and provider(s) of their
professional development opportunities, topics addressed in professional development, materials
and planning consideration as well as instructional teaching strategies from the previous week of
teaching.

The construct validity of the content of the survey was determined by analyzing the
different components of the ELA CCSS, a review of established survey instruments, and a review
of the research literature (Litwin, 1995). The survey instrument was shared with experts in the
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field; in literacy, the ELA CCSS, and educational measurement; and revised based on feedback.
These actions allowed us to determine its content and face validity. We looked at convergent
validity and reliability by establishing constructs with a factor analysis and looked at correlations
between constructs to note positive relationships. As a final step, we then piloted the survey and
asked recipients to note any areas of misunderstanding; then we looked at variability of
individual items to see if variances were equivalent among items and normally distributed. The
internal reliability of the survey was determined using Cronbach’s alpha rating for each of the
summary scores dealing with teachers’ attitudes and beliefs: knowledge, self-efficacy,
instructional change, and professional development quality and were .81, .85, .82, and .71,
respectively (Howell, 2007).

Coding and Analysis

Open-ended survey items were coded following Miles and Huberman’s (1994)
recommendations of data reduction, data display, and drawing and verifying conclusions. In
phase one, participants’ responses were open-coded and organized in a three-column chart with
researcher notes. In phase two, codes were refined into common categories and a table was
created with categories and corresponding responses. Frequency counts were used to determine
the most commonly referenced responses. Finally, phase-three involved the creation of thematic
codes by collapsing the categories from phase two into major themes (Merriam, 1985).

Analyses of the closed-ended items included two steps. The first included a descriptive
analysis to see if each item demonstrated appropriate levels of distribution (skewness < + 2.0) for
conducting parametric analyses. For multi-options multiple-choice items, percentages were
calculated for the total number of respondents who selected each answer choice. The second
analysis addressed the first three research questions, including related sub-questions. Repeated
measures ANOVAs compared differences; when significance was found, Bonferroni’s pairwise
comparisons were utilized; whenever the assumption of sphericity was violated, Greenhouse
Geisser corrections were used to adjust the degrees of freedom (Howell, 2007). For the final
question, scores were calculated for teachers’ knowledge, self-efficacy, and instructional change
by adding teachers’ responses to the items in each respective area. Similarly, summary scores
were calculated for factors influencing teachers’ preparedness: professional development
opportunities, professional development hours, professional development quality, years of
experience, educational qualifications and school group. Forward selection multiple regressions
determined factors that predicted variances in teachers’ knowledge, self-efficacy, and
instructional change scores: this method was selected because of a lack of an existing theory
regarding factors most likely to influence teachers’ perceptions of preparedness (Field, 2013).

Results

Results were first separated by school district; however, when no significant differences
were found (independent t-test, Howell, 2007), data were combined for subsequent analysis.
Consistent with the order of research questions, findings will be shared below for teachers’
perceptions of preparedness, in terms of their ratings of their levels of knowledge, self-efficacy,
and reported changes; for teachers’ professional development experiences; and for influences on
teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness.
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Perceptions of Preparedness to Teach the ELA CCSS

Knowledge. In evaluating perceptions of preparedness for implementing the ELA CCSS,
teachers’ knowledge of standards and its components were evaluated. Two sets of questions with
eleven items asked teachers’ to rate knowledge of the standards, its components and topics, and
corresponding assessments on a scale with 4 representing very knowledgeable and 1 representing
not at all knowledgeable. In descending order, means and standard deviations for 158 respondents
were (a) different types of informational texts (3.24, .59), (b) content area literacy instruction
(3.05, .57), (c) instructional strategies for teaching complex texts (2.85, .70), (d) foundational
skills (2.90, .64, (e) close reading of text (2.82, .66), (f) ELA CCSS (2.80, .91), (g) CCR Anchor
Standards (2.23, .85), (h) new state assessments (2.08, .72), (i) technology enhanced state
assessments (1.92, .69), (j) performance tasks on state assessments (1.92, .74). and (K)
constructed responses on state assessments (1.90, .74).

A repeated measures ANOVA (F (6.245, 980.428) = 101.878 p < .001, npz = .394)
yielded significant differences and post hoc tests (p < .05) revealed ratings for understanding of
the ELA CCSS and its topics (e.g., close reading, types of informational text, complex text,
content area literacy instruction, and foundational skills) as significantly higher than knowledge
of the new state assessments and corresponding new question formats, as well as knowledge of
the CCR Anchor Standards. Teachers’ knowledge of standards and its components were rated
higher than knowledge of the aligned assessments and their question formats. The one exception
is that teachers rated knowledge of the CCR Anchor Standards lower than their other knowledge
of the standards.

Self-efficacy. In evaluating self-efficacy, five items were used. Two asked teachers to rate
level of preparedness for teaching different populations of students and compare it with that of
their colleagues, school, district, and state. Two asked if teachers had the necessary materials,
resources, and supports to be self-efficacious. One open-ended item asked teachers to list the
challenges they faced implementing the standards into practice.

In descending order, means and standard deviations for 158 respondents with the teaching
of different populations on a five-point scale were (a) teaching students in general (3.92, .74), (b)
low income students (3.60, .90), (c¢) academically at-risk students (3.43, .91), (d) English
language learners (3.19, .93), and (e) students with disabilities (3.17, .90). A repeated measures
ANOVA, F (3.217, 498.690) = 52.477, p < .001, np2 =.253) and post hoc tests (p < .05) showed
ratings for teaching students in general were higher significantly than ratings for teaching English
language learners, students with disabilities, low income students, and academically at-risk
students. Also, teachers’ perceptions of preparedness to teach students with disabilities had the
lowest rating and differed significantly from their efficacy to teach all groups, except English
language learners. When asked to compare preparedness to other groups (peers, school, district
and state), teachers’ means ranged between 3.31 and 3.73 on a five-point scale. A repeated
measures ANOVA, F (2.781, 433.791) = 25.138, p < .001, npz = .139) followed by pairwise
comparisons showed how teachers’ ratings of confidence in their state was significantly lower
than their confidence in themselves, colleagues, school, and district.

Two sets of items examined what teachers needed to improve their efficacy. Teachers’
need for textbooks and other curricula materials was rated higher than a need for additional
informational text. A repeated measures ANOVA F (1.00, 155) = 76.883 p < .000, npz = .332)
confirmed this difference. Teachers then identified additional factors that could help them to
become more confident. Teachers selected multiple responses from a list of eight options or
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wrote in their own response. More than 80% of teachers selected between three and seven factors
with the emphasis on the more practical applications of knowledge: a criterion of 50% was used
to designate frequently cited needs. They included a need for more planning time, collaboration
with colleagues, access to curriculum resources aligned to the standards and assessments, and
more professional development; less frequently selected needs included more information about
how the standards will change instructional practices, how the standards will change what is
expected of students, and how the ELA CCSS differed from state’s standards prior to the CCSS.

In addition to self-efficacy ratings and items relating to needs for improving self-efficacy,
teachers listed what they considered to be challenges to teaching the ELA CCSS. One hundred
twenty-three teachers (84%) responded to this open-ended item providing an initial list of 20
challenges: they were collapsed into six thematic codes. The most commonly cited challenge
was a lack of resources and materials aligned with the standards, followed by the need for
additional time. Teachers cited the need for more time to plan, to collaborate with colleagues, to
understand the standards fully and adapt their instruction, and to teach students everything that
was expected. Teachers described challenges related to assessments as figuring out how to assess
the standards, the increased rigor of the assessments, the frequency with which they were
expected to assess student learning, and communicating with parents.

Instructional change. Eight sets of questions examined teachers’ reports of instructional
changes. Eighty-nine percent of teachers agreed or strongly agreed that the ELA CCSS required
major changes and 90% agreed or strongly agreed that their instructional practices had changed
(mean scores for these items were 3.12 and 3.10 respectively on a 4.0 scale). As a follow-up,
teachers rated the degree to which they already implemented the standards into their practices:
37% reported that they were incorporated into some areas of their teaching, while 63% reported
that they were fully incorporated into their practice. The next set looked closely at the extent to
which teachers reported implementing changes. The greatest changes were in reading (71%),
followed by writing (64%), science (51%) and social studies (46%). A repeated measures
ANOVA determined the mean values for change in practices differed significantly, (F(2.049,
315.949) = 35.014, p < .001, np2 = .183): post hoc tests revealed no difference for changes in
reading and writing practices; however, changes in reading and writing were higher than changes
in science and social studies practices, which did not differ significantly.

The third set of questions examined teachers’ previous week’s literacy instruction by
looking at their planning and instructional activities. These questions were included to implicitly
ask teachers about instructional changes. The first item asked teachers to report the materials used
during planning; teachers could add responses. During planning, using a criterion of fifty percent,
teachers mainly relied on district’s pacing guides, the ELA CCSS, and self-created or borrowed
materials. Less frequently materials were from a core (basal) program or supplementary program,
from professional sources such as books and journals, and results from student assessment data.
More than 80% of teachers reported using three to eight resources when planning instruction.
Additionally, when asked to identify their thinking during planning, every option received more
than a 50% rating with the highest on developing critical thinking questions, identifying
strategies for differentiation, considering unfamiliar vocabulary, and engaging students in
discussions.

An additional item asked teachers about the frequency with which they employed
particular instructional strategies or practices in their previous week’s instruction. Strategies were
placed into one of three categories: the most frequent strategies were used by at least 80% of
teachers, middle category strategies included those used by 50% and 80% of teachers, less
frequently used strategies were used by fewer than 50% of teachers. Most frequently
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implemented strategies included discussing ideas presented in a text, reading informational text,
reading a text multiple times, providing text evidence to support ideas, setting a purpose from
reading, reading challenging text, and evaluating ideas presented in a text. Middle category
strategies included analyzing text features, applying learning to the real world, evaluating
author’s purpose, comparing content across texts, providing evidence to support ideas when
writing, analyzing text structure, and highlighting or annotating text. Less frequently used
strategies were taking notes on a text read, writing narrative text, writing informational text,
analyzing different authors’ perspectives on the same content, researching a topic, and writing
argumentative text. The same pattern was discovered when teachers were asked on an open-
ended question to describe how their instruction had changed as a result of the new standards.

Professional Development

The next set of analyses focused on teachers’ professional development. Teachers entered
the number of opportunities and hours of professional development provided by their school and
district, state, professional organizations, colleges or universities, or other entities and rated the
quality of each. Additional items asked about presentation format, provider, and topics addressed.
Teachers reported the amount of time they spent outside of formal professional development
learning about the standards from a variety of sources (e.g., district and state websites,
professional organization, general news and media). The final item asked teachers to rate the
quality of professional development experiences relative to standards for effective professional
development.

The greatest number of opportunities occurred at the school (56%) and district (30%)
levels, followed by professional organizations (7%), the state (4%), and a college or university
(3%). Accordingly, school and district professional development required a high percentage of
teachers’ time (78%), followed by professional organizations (8.5%), colleges or universities
(8.5%), and the state (5%). Similarly, the majority of teachers attended professional development
at the school and district level (88% and 84%, respectively), followed by professional
organizations (22%), the state (16%) and colleges and universities (13%). Per these findings,
teachers had about five opportunities at the school with each session averaging about two hours
and two to three opportunities at the district level with each session lasting about five hours. In
most opportunities, presenters used structured settings such as seminars, lectures, or conferences
(31%), collaborative planning time with colleagues (29%), and professional learning
communities (18%). Job-embedded training or coaching (10%) and online webinars or videos
(10%) were less commonly employed. The majority of teachers, an estimated 8 of 10,
experienced two, three, or four formats across professional development opportunities, with the
three previously stated formats being the most common with more than 80% of opportunities
presented by a staff member from their school, another school, or the district office.

When reviewing topics covered during professional development, a criterion of 50% was
used to designate a frequently addressed topic. Of the 15 topics listed, six met this criterion. The
top three included the CCSS in English Language Arts, the CCSS in Mathematics, and the
alignment between the CCSS and the state’s previous standards, followed by the teaching higher
order and critical thinking, integrating literacy into the content areas, and collaborating with
colleagues to teach the standards. Less commonly addressed topics included curricular materials
and resources to teach the standards, teaching informational text, adapting classroom
assessments, key shifts from previous standards, research on best practices, teaching close and
critical reading, teaching to specific groups of students (e.g., students with disabilities and
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English language learners), determining text complexity and/or teaching complex texts, and new
state assessments developed by the multi-state consortia. With the exceptions of literacy in the
content areas and higher order thinking skills, all of the commonly addressed topics dealt with the
standards from a general perspective.

Because professional learning occurs outside the context of formal professional
development experiences, teachers also estimated amount of time they spent learning about the
ELA CCSS from a variety of informational sources. Greater than 90% of teachers turned to
outside sources to learn more about the ELA CCSS with district and state websites being the
most frequented portals.

Teachers rated the quality of professional development experiences on a 5-point scale.
Teachers rated the quality of professional development experiences provided by their school (M =
3.34), district (M = 3.43), and state (M = 3.54) lower than those offered by colleges and
universities (M = 4.03) and professional organizations (M = 4.21). Because the number of
teachers who participated in the professional development provided by different entities was
unequal, the only statistical comparison was between ratings for the state and district (Howell,
2007). A repeated measures ANOVA (F (1,128) = 1.506, p =.222, np2 = .012) revealed no
difference in teachers’ ratings for the school and district.

The next analysis examined ratings of the extent to which the professional development
adhered to recommended professional development standards. Mean ratings ranged from a high
of 3.21 to a low of 2.68 on a 4.0 scale. Teachers’ ratings were found to be significantly different
using a repeated measures ANOVA (F(4.650, 725.356) = 49.312, p < .001, npz =.240) with post-
hoc comparisons (p < .05) revealing a higher overall rating for two items; teachers rated the
presence of collaborative environments and support from school leadership for professional
learning as the most frequently implemented standards.

Influences on Teachers’ Perceptions of Their Preparedness to Teach the ELA CCSS

The final analyses looked at the extent to which perceptions of preparedness (i.e.,
knowledge, self-efficacy, and instructional change) was predicted by teacher (e.g., advanced
degrees, years of experience) and school characteristics (e.g., rural versus urban) and professional
development experiences.

The first analysis examined predictors for knowledge of the ELA CCSS. Four significant
correlations existed between the knowledge and professional development quality ratings (p <
.001), educational qualifications (p =.001), professional development hours (p = .002), and
professional development opportunities (p = .020). A forward selection multiple regression
revealed significant differences in knowledge (F(1,155) = 8.621, p = .004; r = .367) to be
predicted by their perceptions of the quality of professional development opportunities (R? =
.087: Adjusted R? = .081) and educational qualifications (R? = .135; Adjusted R? = .124). The
second examined predictors for self-efficacy. Two significant correlations existed between self-
efficacy and professional development quality ratings (p < .000) and professional development
hours (p = .002). A forward selection multiple regression revealed significant differences in
efficacy (F(1, 156) = 29.381, p < .000; r = .398) to be based on teachers’ perceptions of the
quality of their professional development opportunities (R* = .158: Adjusted R? = .153). The
third analysis examined predictors for instructional changes. Five significant correlations exist
between instructional changes and professional development quality ratings (p < .000),
professional development hours (p < .000), professional development opportunities (p = .014),
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years of teaching experience (p = .011), and educational qualifications (p = .033). A forward
selection multiple regression revealed significant differences in instructional change (F(1, 153) =
6.030, p = .015; r = .455) based on the time spent in professional development, teachers’
perceptions of the quality of their professional development opportunities, years of experience,
and educational qualifications (R? = .207: Adjusted R? = .187).

Discussion

The use of a multidimensional view of teachers’ preparedness to teach ELA CCSS
revealed important differences in their knowledge of the standards and its components,
confidence to use this knowledge to teach different student populations, and actual changes in
classroom instruction. Teachers rated their general knowledge of the standards and of
informational texts, content area literacy instruction, instructional strategies for teaching complex
texts, foundational skills, close reading of text higher than their knowledge of the assessments
and CCR Anchor Standards. Educational qualifications and perceptions of the quality of
professional development activities were the best predictors for knowledge. Next, efficacy for
preparing students in general was higher than their efficacy for teaching specific groups of
students, such as students with disabilities, low-income students, academically at-risk students,
and English language learners. Perceptions of the quality of the professional development
activities were the sole predictor for teachers’ efficacy. When asked about preparedness in terms
of actual changes in instructional practice, practically every teacher believed the standards
required fundamental changes in practice and reported making adjustments to instruction;
however, these changes were most obvious in reading, with fewer modifications occurring in
writing, science, and social studies. Perceptions of the quality of professional development
activities and teachers’ years of experience and educational qualifications best predicted variance
on this measure.

Teachers’ preparedness across the three dimensions---knowledge, efficacy, and actual
instructional changes-- aligned closely with districts’ efforts to provide support. Districts’
professional development mainly addressed standards from a general perspective, with most of
the emphasis on the language arts and mathematics standards and the alignment between them
and the state’s previous standards. While districts emphasized topics such as informational text,
content area literacy, foundational skills and close reading, there was little, if any, emphasis on
how teachers might use this knowledge outside of reading or how teachers might use it to teach
specific populations of students. As a result, even though teachers spent several thousand hours in
professional development during the first two years of the standards’ implementation, they
overwhelmingly requested more time to understand and plan with the standards and assessments
and to adjust instruction to meet the needs of underserved student populations. They also wanted
to have curricular materials, assessments, and resources that were aligned to the standards and
wanted time to plan with colleagues on the use of these resources. Teachers recognized areas
where they needed to improve their preparation and pointed to professional development as a
means for strengthening their preparedness.

While teachers’ responses across the three levels of preparedness varied, almost everyone
reported taking steps to increase his or her knowledge and self-efficacy relating to the standards
and making corresponding changes to his or her instructional practices. None of their responses
contained negative statements regarding the standards or their efforts to adjust; if anything,
teachers, and perhaps district and state level administrators, simply underestimated how long it
would take to fully meet the challenges of the new standards and assessments. An important first
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step might be to provide teachers with additional time to continue to increase their knowledge of
the standards, to plan instruction around them, and to adjust their instructional practices. Related
to this opportunity, teachers need to acquire further knowledge of the assessments and the CCR
Anchor Standards because expertise in these areas would help them to differentiate instruction to
meet the needs of all students (Applebee, 2013, Valencia & Wixson, 2013).

Given the difficulties of applying knowledge, teachers asked for more opportunities to
translate their knowledge to actual classroom practices. At this point, only a minority of teachers,
those with greater experience and advanced degrees, implemented substantive changes outside of
reading. When addressing this challenge, administrators and curriculum directors might use
findings from the prediction analyses to evaluate the effectiveness of any support activity. Across
these analyses, teachers, who evaluated highly the quality of professional development, reported
higher levels of preparedness. Thus, individuals, who direct the professional development, might
survey or interview teachers to evaluate perceptions of the value of any activity and make any
necessary modifications.

The CCSS represent perhaps the most challenging reform in the history of the standards
movement, in that, educators and politicians are attempting to promote a globally competitive
school system based on the joint outcomes of equity and excellence (Darling-Hammond, 2010;
Sleeter, 2007; Sleeter & Stillman, 2007). Future research could assist this endeavor by studying
further what teachers need to fully implement the standards to meet this new expectation. In these
two districts, adoption of the standards and attempts to facilitate their implementation happened
quickly and, at this point, neither teachers, nor administrators appear to be prepared adequately to
meet this new challenge. Studies might explore how teachers’ implementation of the standards
interacts with accountability pressures to demonstrate high-test scores (Au, 2007). Further studies
also might look at the complex nature of preparedness and how levels of understanding evolve
over time with efficacy and actual instructional changes. Regardless, with any effort to further
understand this reform, we believe teachers should be a central focus. Throughout this study,
teachers provided positive detailed recommendations as to what they needed as they dealt with
the daily challenges of gaining an adequate understanding of expectations and implementing the
necessary instructional changes. While the expectations of the ELA CCSS were yet to be fully
realized, teachers believed they were moving in the right direction.

There are several limitations to this study. First, all data were collected through survey
methods, which limits the depth of understanding teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness one
can glean from the data. There is no observational data to triangulate what teachers report as their
changes in practice (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Second, the results are only from two school
districts and are not generalizable to all elementary teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness for
implementation. Third, this survey only looked at elementary teachers’ perceptions of their
preparedness, not middle and high school teachers and it only looked at the ELA CCSS, not
mathematics.

Conclusion

All teachers reported participating in professional development related to the ELA CCSS,
with most teachers’ professional development occurring at the local level, either provided by
their school or district. These opportunities were largely in the format of formal, structured
meeting or collaborative planning with colleagues and were most often led by staff members
from the teachers’ school, another school within the district, or from the central office. The most
commonly addressed topics dealt with the standards primarily from a general perspective, and
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rarely addressed issues such as assessments, newly emphasized skills and topics (e.g.,
close/critical reading, text complexity), and teaching to different groups of students (e.g., students
with disabilities, English language learners). Many participants also reported seeking additional
informational on the standards from outside sources. In general, participants had positive
perceptions of the quality of their professional development, with average quality ratings lower
for professional development offered by the school, district, or state compared to that of
professional development offered by a professional organization or college or university. Since
teachers’ rating of the quality of their professional development experiences was found to be the
only consistent predictor across the three dimensions of preparedness, this appears to be a critical
component for developing teachers’ preparedness.

Despite the widespread participation in professional development, based on the results of
this study, it appears that teachers do not believe that they are fully prepared to implement the
ELA CCSS, yet they are making progress towards this goal. Teachers reported greater levels of
knowledge and self-efficacy for implementation than changes in practices. However, teachers did
report making changes in practice, mainly with their reading instruction, and acknowledged the
need for continued change. Teachers simply asked for the necessary time, resources, and
additional professional development to fully meet the demands of the more rigorous learning
standards.
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