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Collaborative Partnerships in Reform Efforts vs 1 

Top-Down Reform Practices1 2 
3 

In the midst of considerable educational reforms, scrutiny on teacher 4 
preparation programs is increasing. Instead of examining reform as a top-5 
down response to policies and standards, we envision a culture of reform 6 
based on collaboration. Specifically, we share insights on an ongoing 7 
funded project that engages college instructors of literacy education in the 8 
implementation of content on literacy and specifically on foundational 9 
skills. We drew from design-based research methodologies to collaborate 10 
with the funded agency and with cross-institutional colleagues who 11 
participated in this work and shared recommendations for implementation 12 
that could lead to revisions for the development of resources with a lasting 13 
effect. In this process of developing and evaluation content on foundational 14 
skills, such collaborations and partnerships in higher education with high 15 
impact to teachers, schools, and districts could inform reform efforts. 16 
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20 
The teaching profession has been through decades of reform. Efforts in 21 

educational reform have attempted to shape and reshape the structure of 22 
schools and the content of instruction in the United States. Policies and 23 
regulations have outlined and structured definitions. The history of reform 24 
efforts in the United States is indeed a long one (Taylor et al., 2011). Response 25 
to Intervention (RTI) derived from the Individuals with Disabilities Education 26 
Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004). Alongside the reauthorization of IDEA, 27 
Congress changed the criteria for the identification of students with Learning 28 
Disabilities (LD). Later, the Common Core State Standards’ Initiative (CCSSI, 29 
2010) brought emphasis to writing, to writing and reading connections, and to 30 
writing across the curriculum in order to achieve college and career readiness. 31 
The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which was a continuation of the No 32 
Child Left Behind of (2002) came into effect in the 2017-2018 academic year 33 
with the goal to provide high quality and fair education for all learners. 34 
Consistent through these reform efforts is the motivation of promoting 35 
equitable education and narrowing the existing performance and opportunity 36 
gaps facing students, schools, districts, and states.  37 

Specifically, in addition to shifts and reforms within policies, considerable 38 
attention at every level has focused on the need to support foundational literacy 39 
skills. Even popular media attention has led to increases in interest in ensuring 40 
that teachers support students, particularly in the early grades, with 41 
foundational reading skills (e.g., ‘Why Millions of Kids Can’t Read and What 42 
Teaching Can Do Better About It - Hanford, 2019). This increased attention is 43 
manifested in highly politicized and contentious debates – i.e., the Reading 44 
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Wars and Science of Reading (e.g., Hoffman et al., 2020; Whittingham et al., 1 
2021). This debate and spike in media attention has likely contributed to or is at 2 
minimum related to policy reforms and considerable changes within and across 3 
universities, often top-down approaches designed to transform approaches and 4 
shift faculty/instructor practice (e.g., Hindman et al., 2020; MacPhee et al., 5 
2021).  6 

Across time, the practices and professional lives of teachers have 7 
witnessed several changes. Those involved curricula changes, an emphasis on 8 
accountability, on data administration and use, on teacher professional 9 
development, on use of materials, on the implementation of high-quality 10 
instructional materials, on teacher coaching, and on leadership efforts. Several 11 
factors have been considered as influential of student achievement. Among 12 
those, teacher preparation programs have been considered responsible for 13 
student achievement (Grisham et al., 2014). It is the responsibility of teacher 14 
preparation programs to prepare teaching candidates in ways that support 15 
knowledge and skill development in the candidate, foster a sense of agency 16 
relevant for when the candidate enters the field, and a deep understanding of 17 
the policies, laws, and constraints associated with their chosen profession. That 18 
said, given the recent controversy surrounding particularly foundational 19 
literacy skills, attention has turned to teacher preparation (e.g., Hoffman et al., 20 
2020) – are we preparing teachers who can effectively teach reading? If not, 21 
how can we meaningfully and respectfully enact changes within educator 22 
preparation programs to ensure that children and students in our schools have 23 
teachers who are prepared to teach them? In this paper we address teacher 24 
preparation programs especially in the midst of reforms that address 25 
foundational skills and the developing controversy associated with the science 26 
of reading to describe an ongoing reform effort for Education Preparation 27 
Providers (EPPs) that is based on collaborative partnerships instead of top-28 
down directives.  29 
 30 

 31 
Pre-Service Guidelines for Teacher Preparation 32 

 33 
The Notice of Final Rulemaking (NFR; 2016) for teacher preparation 34 

regulations is meant to promote a wind of reform across states and uplift 35 
students’ performance, but also assure high-quality teacher preparation across 36 
all states. Thus, these regulations strive for transparency on the effectiveness of 37 
programs across the nation, provide feedback for continuous improvement, and 38 
as stated on the release document, “respond to educators across the country 39 
who do not feel ready to enter the classroom” (https://www.ed.gov/teacher 40 
prep). These regulations also required increased transparency on the part of 41 
education preparation providers and increased engagement with stakeholders to 42 
identify and support teacher preparation programs that were lower-performing. 43 

Data across several studies points out that teachers lack knowledge of 44 
research-based approaches to support a variety of students’ needs (Joshi et al., 45 
2009; Moats, 1994; Piasta et al., 2009). The provision of high-quality preservice 46 
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teacher education can increase teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge and 1 
ability to support all learners especially learners who face difficulties with reading 2 
(Moats, 1994; Spear-Swerling et al., 2005) as they enter the field.  3 

The knowledge and skills teachers need in order to support students’ 4 
reading and literacy more broadly have been outlined in accreditation programs 5 
and in several publications (e.g., International Literacy Association, 2017; 6 
Spear-Swerling, 2013). We do not believe there is a point of argument that 7 
teachers need to have strong knowledge of phonology, morphology, 8 
orthography, and development. We also believe that the ultimate goal of 9 
reading is comprehension, but in order for students to independently process 10 
text, they need to be able to decode words with automaticity to then devote 11 
time and energy to meaning making (Scarborough, 2001; Laberge & Samuels, 12 
1974). Hence, explicit instruction of the alphabetic principle for students to 13 
master the code is needed – a main argument posited by “science of reading” 14 
proponents (e.g., Hindman et al., 2020). In order to be adequately prepared to 15 
teach reading, candidates need robust coursework in reading instruction that 16 
sufficiently provides knowledge and skills for beginning reading and 17 
foundational skills (including code-based instruction). Candidates also need a 18 
broad understanding of the manifold other skills and processes that are 19 
included in skilled and fluent reading to be able to be effective teachers (e.g., 20 
Whittingham et al., 2021). It is worth considering where instructional emphasis 21 
is placed, the quality and rigor of the content, and the ways in which teacher 22 
candidates are able to learn about development, assessment, instruction, and 23 
apply this knowledge practically in effective ways that support all students’ as 24 
writers and readers.   25 
 26 
 27 

Collaborative Reform Efforts 28 
 29 

The challenge then might not be with what to teach but with who teaches 30 
and prepares teacher educators and how they go about this. Even though we are 31 
not able to share data from national surveys on the quality and qualifications of 32 
those faculty and instructors who prepare teachers, we anticipate that they are 33 
all of high-quality and have extensive knowledge of literacy development. In 34 
the context of our current work, we focus on reform procedures; thus, when 35 
working on reform that requires attention on teacher preparation programs and 36 
on the quality of instructional programming, it is rather questionable whether a 37 
top-down approach is effective. Given that educator preparation faculty are 38 
largely scholars with some degree of intellectual freedom and professional 39 
agency, top-down approaches would be inappropriate and ineffective and 40 
would not honor faculty’s expertise, experiences, and knowledge. It is 41 
inevitable that state regulations and changes on standards require revisions on 42 
course sequences and content as it relates to literacy, among other subject 43 
areas. However, change on instructional practices is rather unlikely to occur 44 
even when a course sequence is revised. Reform would be needed on resources 45 
and materials used, on content and process of instruction, on connections 46 
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between theory and practice, and on the use of evidence-based practices in 1 
order for faculty’s instructional practices to transform.  2 
 3 
 4 

Evaluating a Model of Reform for Education Preparation Programs 5 
  6 

For the remainder of the paper we shall share from our own experience 7 
that was initiated from a reform need and was conceptualized through research 8 
to lead to a culture of collaborative reform. We recently responded to a call in 9 
our state for proposals that addressed reform on courses with content on 10 
foundational skills for PreK-3 and K to 5 learners. Instead of developing the 11 
content and sharing it with colleagues across universities within the state to 12 
apply as designed or even to request partners to share some comments in an 13 
informal manner, we decided to follow a more rigorous and collaborative 14 
approach that honors instructors’ knowledge, skills, and decision-making. 15 
Specifically, we engaged in design-based research (DBR; Philippakos, 2021; 16 
Reinking & Bradley, 2008) and in the collection of qualitative and quantitative 17 
data in order to examine what works, under what conditions, for whom, and 18 
what revisions could enhance the content. Hence, we developed online course 19 
content on foundational skills with assessment material for students and with 20 
practice tasks course instructors in partner institutions could embed into their 21 
existing literacy-focused courses but leaving our partners responsible for 22 
selecting the modules, materials, readings, and activities that would best 23 
support their specific candidates and would be most effectively embedded into 24 
their courses. Rather than an all-or-nothing approach, this work honors the 25 
efforts that partners are already undertaking in their courses and preserves them 26 
as the experts of their own courses and their students. Further, consistent 27 
check-ins with partners as a part of the DBR approach to our study design has 28 
led to critical data collection, powerful feedback for our revisions, and 29 
collaborative support moving towards reform.  30 

Collaboration with Education Preparation Providers. Collaboration is 31 
at the core of this work. Thus, in this approach, our colleagues at the different 32 
institutions are not less knowledgeable others who apply the content we 33 
created, but rather, are positioned as collaborators. Together we construct 34 
knowledge identifying the challenges with disciplinary content and how to best 35 
prepare material that will be relevant, of high quality, and easy to retrieve and 36 
use. In this work, reform takes the form of collaborative design for teacher 37 
innovation. Through this collaboration, which supports anonymity of partners, 38 
several issues are brought to light such as challenges of knowledge background 39 
to address foundational skills’ content and lack of resources to provide practical 40 
and meaningful classroom-based implementations. This consistency on use of 41 
materials and the availability of those to instructors independently of where 42 
they are and who they serve has the potential to create a platform of sustainable 43 
change.  44 

Collaboration with State Agents. The history of reform has often been a 45 
challenging one. It is not uncommon for reform to become just a slogan for 46 
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slight changes rather than transformational or for the term to have a negative 1 
connotation as it insinuates pressure for change. In our experience thus far, 2 
reform as it came to be in this grant application allowed for a collaboration 3 
among the researchers, the state agents, and collaborating education 4 
preparation providers. The role of the state was not for the state agents to 5 
implement the changes or reinforce them. The state’s agents and members kept 6 
close communication with the researchers and who shared progress, successes, 7 
and challenges with the former offering suggestions for revisions and with the 8 
latter communicating opportunities for expansion of this current work to 9 
address professional development needs and also dissemination challenges that 10 
are likely to occur when scaling up. For instance, one of the recommendations 11 
by a member of the state was to address the standards within each module and 12 
do so by commenting when a standard was introduced, assessed, reinforced, 13 
integrated with practice, or was not available. This feedback led the researchers 14 
in discussions with research partners who also seemed eager to see this 15 
alignment between the integrated content and the state standards.  16 

 17 
 18 

Concluding Thoughts 19 
 20 

In summary, we acknowledge that teachers have the potential of 21 
improving students’ achievement and is irrefutable that high-performing 22 
teachers are able to support the needs of low performing students and even lead 23 
to closing of the achievement gap (Boyd et al., 2009). Current reforms are 24 
addressing teacher preparation programs (NFR, 2016), and more changes and 25 
expectations shall come to teacher education programs. However, the 26 
perspective of collaborative innovation in practice can promote revisions and 27 
lead to meaningful change in a manner that all voices are heard in order to 28 
design and codesign the content that teacher candidates of today will learn best 29 
to develop the citizens of tomorrow. Thus, in this model of reform there might 30 
be pressures that are top-down, but those are mediated through a collaboration 31 
between researchers in education preparation programs, agents of reform 32 
(state), and colleagues who are also education preparation providers. This 33 
model of reform addresses reform not for EPPs but with EPPs, and we believe 34 
that this marks an innovative approach to reform effort that could potentially 35 
support change across endeavors of reform within and outside this common 36 
state and collaboration.  37 

 38 
  39 
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