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Abstract: Current policy recommendations for initial teacher education encourage teaching

code-related literacy (phonics, phonological awareness, and phonemic awareness) over ped-

agogical knowledge, and engaging practice in learning to read. To enhance early childhood

pre-service teacher (PST) practices, this mixed-methods pilot study investigated a tool to

support PSTs studying birth-to-eight years teaching, pedagogical practice, and knowledge

to teach code-related literacy and supplementary vocabulary in conjunction with quality

children’s literature. The Non-Scripted Intentional Teaching (N-SIT) tool was developed

and then trialled with early childhood PSTs (n = 24) in Queensland, Australia. The par-

ticipants planned phonics learning experiences using the N-SIT and picture books (e.g.,

Pig the Pug; Snail and the Whale). Survey data gathered participants’ code-related literacy

knowledge before and after the N-SIT training. The data revealed most PSTs felt well-

to-somewhat prepared to teach beginning reading and vocabulary and less-to-somewhat

prepared to teach phonics. The data further revealed that all participants could define

phonics but reported mixed conceptual understandings of phonological and phonemic

awareness. The PSTs’ knowledge of phonological awareness, phonemic awareness, and

planning for phonics-focused teaching through children’s literature improved post-N-SIT

activity. Planned direct systematic phonics instruction strategies through the intentional

shared reading of children’s literature and the potential benefits of the N-SIT tool in early

childhood initial teacher education are discussed.

Keywords: phonics; pre-service teachers; early childhood; children’s literature; phonologi-

cal awareness

1. Introduction

Government policy in Australia, the UK, and several states in the USA prioritise the

teaching of phonics in the first years of formal schooling with children aged five years

and above (elementary or primary school) (Department for Education, 2024a; Queensland

Government, 2025). In Australia, three states mandate synthetic phonics to teach early

reading to children in the Preparatory year (first year of school) (Queensland Government,

2024; Allan, 2024; New South Wales Government, 2023). Following the New South Wales

and South Australian states, the Victorian State Government Minister for Education has

also mandated phonics as an approach to teaching reading, specifically synthetic phonics

instruction, to commence across all first years of school in 2025 (Carroll, 2024). Changes
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to explicit synthetic phonics teaching in schools in Australia, the UK, and the USA have

impacted initial teacher education. In Australia, this has resulted in an increased focus on

early reading and phonics instruction (Department of Education, 2023).

Teaching phonics is mandated in Australian schools; however, this is not the case

for prior-to-school settings. There are diverse approaches to teaching phonics and early

alphabet literacy in the prior-to-school years. For example, in Australia, the prior-to-

school Early Years Learning Framework V2.0 (EYLF) (Department of Education, 2022)

suggests that phonics instruction is introduced through exploration and teachers drawing

attention to letters during shared reading and environmental print. Despite this, there are

no requirements to know all of the letters of the alphabet and some sounds, whereas, in the

UK, the Early Years Foundation Stage Statutory Framework (Department for Education,

2024b) for children from birth to five years expects children to know and say the main

sound for each letter in the alphabet, 10 digraphs, and use sound blending. Moreover,

there is wide variability in what is thought to be taught in pre-service early childhood

(birth-to-five and birth-to-eight) teacher education programs (Weadman et al., 2021).

There are some sequential alignments made between the prior-to-school EYLF V2.0

(Department of Education, 2022), such as the EYLF Learning Outcome 5, Children are

effective communicators, 5.2 Children engage with a range of texts and gain meaning from

these texts, evident when children ªsing and change rhymes, jingles and songsº (ACECQA,

2023, p. 60), and the school-based Australian Curriculum: English V9 Foundation Year

(5±6 year old children) Content Descriptor AC9EFLE04, ªexplore and replicate the rhymes

of sound patterns of literary texts, such as poems, rhymes and songsº (ACECQA, 2023,

p. 57). The connections between the two documents aim to provide a vision for teaching and

school transitions (Early Childhood Australia [ECA] & Australian Curriculum Assessment

& Reporting Authority [ACARA], 2014). However, a seamless connection is not always

clear, particularly with phonics. The challenge for early childhood teachers and pre-

service teachers (PSTS) studying to teach children in the prior-to-school years with children

aged from birth-to-five years is understanding how to support the code-related literacy

transition from preschool to school. In the UK, PSTs studying to teach children aged three-

to eight-years-old are required to demonstrate an understanding of effective early reading

instruction, including synthetic phonics, to graduate (Hendry, 2019). The recent Australian

teacher education report further highlighted the need for PST expertise in early reading,

including phonics (Commonwealth of Australia, 2023). Alphabetic literacy in the prior-to-

school years with children aged two- to five-years-old is supported through play-based

emergent literacy pedagogies. In contrast, many schools (primary/elementary) in English-

speaking countries mandate an explicit, systematic, synthetic approach to phonics with

children aged five to eight years. Early childhood teachers are now required to understand

the range of literacy pedagogies and practices to provide continuity of code-related literacy

across the year before school and the first year of school (Queensland Curriculum &

Assessment Authority, 2024). However, an Australian study revealed that there is less

emphasis on code-related literacy, particularly phonological awareness, in early childhood

PST programs (Weadman et al., 2021)

Children in the prior-to-school years develop an emerging awareness of phonics

knowledge, with alphabet knowledge learning occurring through shared picture book read-

ing, letter games, and environment print (McLachlan & Arrow, 2011; Neumann et al., 2011,

2013; Roskos & Christie, 2011). The frameworks for teaching early literacy in prior-to-school

contexts, e.g., the Australian Early Years Learning Frameworks (EYLF), Victorian Early

Years Learning and Development Framework (VEYLDF), and Queensland Kindergarten

Learning Guidelines (QLKG), support children in learning to represent and identify some

letters and sounds through explicit modelling, environmental print, and reading stories,
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in addition to experimenting with writing letters and sounds (Queensland Curriculum &

Assessment Authority, 2024).

A recent Australian study by Campbell (2021) investigated early childhood teachers’

shared reading and literacy environments and employed the Early Language and Literacy

Classroom Observation Scale Pre-K (Smith et al., 2008), as it relates to picture books and

phonics instruction for children aged three-to-five years, and it revealed little evidence of

the quality shared reading of picture books and phonics teaching. The researcher found that

aesthetically inviting literacy learning areas were also not considered a priority (Campbell,

2021). These findings highlighted the need for early childhood teachers to know the

effective outcomes of the well-planned use of shared reading and aesthetic book corners to

support young children’s developing phonics knowledge in the prior-to-school years (Guo

et al., 2012), as well as for early childhood PSTs to plan for high-quality literacy experiences

through the use of children’s literature.

A USA study investigating print-referencing in shared reading with emergent readers

also reported that early childhood teachers often dedicated more time to the literal features

of picture books, such as labelling nouns (57%), and far less time on code-related talk (11%).

Although less time was dedicated to code-related talk, the most commonly observed talk

was around letters and sounds, and less so around oral language skills (e.g., vocabulary)

(Zucker et al., 2013). Unless teachers are effectively trained, they are unlikely to incorporate

print and phonological references that improve children’s code-related literacy, as EC teach-

ers may feel that drawing attention to letters and sounds during reading will detract from

the story (Zucker et al., 2013), or they may not fully understand how effective children’s

shared reading of quality literature can be used to support developing reading for pleasure

(Boardman, 2024).

Recent research suggests that many early childhood teachers may not have the req-

uisite knowledge of how to teach code-related literacy (Campbell, 2020). To address this

gap, the present study aimed to address contemporary early childhood PSTs’ literacy

knowledge and literacy learning challenges by actively engaging and motivating them

to develop an understanding of code-related literacy (phonics, phonological awareness,

and phonemic awareness), together with supporting vocabulary development to enhance

children’s comprehension skills. Therefore, the Non-Scripted Intentional Teaching (N-SIT)

Tool (a reflective pedagogical tool to support EC teachers in planning for teaching code-

related literacy and building children’s vocabulary) was developed and trialled in the

present study with first-year and third-year EC PSTs (n = 24) studying for their teaching

degree with children aged from birth to eight years of age. The N-SIT tool served as a

blueprint and reflective tool for more efficient planning for teaching phonics, phonological

and phonemic awareness, and building vocabulary through engaging in shared reading of

quality children’s picture books.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Pre-Service Teachers’ Knowledge of Early Reading

PSTs’ preparedness level to teach early literacy has been a focus of research, policies,

and media discussions over the past decade, particularly around recent standardised tests

reporting the decline in Australian, UK, and USA literacy standards (Bostock & Boon,

2012; Duffy, 2023; Meeks et al., 2020; Meeks & Kemp, 2017; Tortorelli et al., 2021). The

Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) was assigned to tertiary

teacher preparation institutions to ensure PSTs in Australia were provided with the skills

and knowledge to provide effective phonics instruction. In the UK, a study initiated by

the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted, 2012) found inconsistent teaching of early

reading in ITE programs, requiring all new teachers, including the Early Years Foundation
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Stage (birth-to-five), to be well-trained to teach literacy, including phonics. Similarly, in the

USA, there are few standards or curricular specifications on teaching early reading, often

with teaching decisions being dependent on individual academics or universities, leading

to increased discussions around developing a core curriculum for teaching early reading

(Moats, 2025, 2020b).

Early childhood teachers’ literacy knowledge, including content knowledge, such as

how oral and written language are mapped to each other, supports young children’s early

literacy and language development (Piasta et al., 2020a). Some studies have identified

that PSTs may not have the requisite knowledge of effective literacy instruction, including

reading and writing (Bostock & Boon, 2012; Meeks et al., 2020; Tortorelli et al., 2021), and

professional development may help to support early childhood teachers’ literacy knowl-

edge and quality teaching practices (Ottley et al., 2015; Piasta et al., 2020b). An Australian

study of final-year early childhood and primary education students across sixteen universi-

ties found that less than 60% believed phonics was important, with 37% selecting direct

instruction as supporting research-based literacy practices (Meeks et al., 2020). Meeks et al.

(2020) further add that limited phonics and decoding knowledge may indicate that PSTs

are not learning about early reading processes in their pre-service education programs and

may not have the requisite literacy knowledge for quality classroom practices. Further,

a comprehensive literature review by Tortorelli et al. (2021) in the USA found that PSTs

have difficulty identifying, segmenting, and blending phonemes, an essential component

of alphabetic literacy. Moreover, PSTs could benefit from specific support around code-

related literacy, including stronger connections between coursework and enacting practices

(Tortorelli et al., 2021).

Recent studies of 437 early childhood graduate teachers in the USA by Piasta et al.

(2020a) and Piasta et al. (2020b) also reported a positive association between early childhood

teachers’ literacy-related content knowledge and the quality of classroom literacy practices.

Piasta et al. (2020b) found that phonological awareness of print and letter knowledge

practices was positively associated with literacy teaching practices. Explicit targeting

of literacy content knowledge in pre-service early childhood preparation programs may

increase high-quality literacy practices (Piasta et al., 2020a). Teacher preparation programs

need to prepare teachers better to teach code-related literacy. However, this comprises

more than just teaching linguistic knowledge; instruction must be adaptable and equitable

(Tortorelli et al., 2021).

2.2. Picture Book Shared Reading in the Prior-to-School Years and Code-Related Literacy

Picture books consist of a medium (book) and images (pictures). Picture books are

described as having a balance between visuals and texts, as opposed to an illustrated text

where the text is more dominant than illustrations. However, picture books do not neces-

sarily include text (Kummerling-Meibauer, 2017; Sipe, 2012). Picture books engage young

readers and use pictures and text, together with a range of discursive registers, providing

opportunities for early childhood teachers to engage children with more cognitively de-

manding inferential questioning (Nicolopoulou et al., 2023). There is also reasoning around

perceptions of what is occurring in the text, code-related talk, and rich language that can

positively impact expressive and receptive vocabulary (Mesmer, 2016). Components of

code-related literacy include phonics, phonological awareness, and phonemic awareness.

Shared reading of picture books can also support code-related literacy learning. Cracking

the code requires children to learn printed words and map these onto meaning (Castles

et al., 2018).

Shared book reading in the early years supports children’s literacy development and

academic achievement (Zucker et al., 2009, 2013). Children’s literature and shared reading
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are commonly included in early childhood literacy programs (Mesmer, 2016; Pentimonti

et al., 2021; Zucker et al., 2009), and research shows a positive link between building

early literacy skills and sharing picture books (Bradfield & Exley, 2020; Lefebvre et al.,

2011). Shared reading of picture books occurs in early childhood prior-to-school settings

(Campbell, 2021; Hindman et al., 2012; Mesmer, 2016; Pentimonti et al., 2021) and, therefore,

picture books are an ideal literary resource for teaching code-related literacy and vocabulary.

Although the shared reading of picture books usually centres on story content discussion

and vocabulary (Zucker et al., 2009), adult±child shared reading also offers opportunities to

develop phonics, phonological awareness, and phonemic awareness (Justice & Ezell, 2004;

Lefebvre et al., 2011).

Early childhood teachers model print concepts during shared reading, for example,

how to track print, print direction, and messages in print and images (Gehsmann & Mesmer,

2023). However, the amount of shared book reading does not necessarily indicate an

increased understanding of phonics. Children can often ignore alphabetic letters and

written words unless specific attention has been drawn to print on the page, known as

print-referencing (Justice & Ezell, 2004; Zucker et al., 2013). Early childhood teachers’

direct linking of phoneme±grapheme instruction to picture books can support children’s

phonics and phonological awareness while fostering reading enjoyment (Cabell et al., 2019).

Phonological awareness can also occur through the shared reading of quality children’s

picture books by teachers, embedding instruction at the rhyme and syllable level (Lefebvre

et al., 2011). In addition to developing alphabet knowledge, it is widely known that shared

book reading can foster children’s vocabulary skills (Dickinson & Porche, 2011; Gehsmann

& Mesmer, 2023; Zucker et al., 2013).

2.3. Shared Picture Book Reading and Preschool Vocabulary Development

Vocabulary, one aspect of oral language, is the knowledge of words and their meanings,

and it plays an important role in developing early literacy skills. Language skills and vo-

cabulary strongly predict reading comprehension (Cabell & Zucker, 2023). Exposure to rich

and varied vocabulary in children’s picture books can support vocabulary development

(Zucker et al., 2013). The benefit of supporting vocabulary development through shared

picture book reading is the exposure to uncommon words, where new and unusual words

can be extracted and discussed during shared reading (Gehsmann & Mesmer, 2023). Words

in picture books can be broken down into Tier-1, Tier-2, and Tier-3 words. Tier-1 words

are words used in an everyday context (e.g., play, go, cat, happy), and Tier-2 words are

those where a child can draw on existing schema, such as a known synonym (e.g., resolve,

compare, environment). Tier-3 words refer to content areas or are subject-specific (e.g., pho-

tosynthesis, sonata, isosceles). Early childhood teachers should initially identify common,

uncommon, and targeted vocabulary, such as Tier-1 and Tier-2, to build vocabulary at the

literacy planning level and before adult±child reading occurs (Mesmer, 2016). Vocabulary

discussions around Tier-2 words, where teachers use child-friendly definitions and rich

language explanations around words in picture books, support children’s language and

literacy development (Mesmer, 2016).

Extratextual discussion by teachers when reading with children is also positively

associated with children’s vocabulary development (Zucker et al., 2013), particularly when

focusing on inferential learning, such as extended rich discussions around word meanings.

When young children engage in these rich discussions, they acquire new words and their

meanings and learn how words work, thus further developing phonemic and phonological

awareness and other oral language skills (Hill, 2020). Understanding and catering for

the knowledge and practices children need to become effective readers is vital. Building
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pedagogical practices that develop such knowledge and understanding requires teachers

to adopt an informed and adaptive approach to teaching literacy.

2.4. Adaptive Literacy Teaching and Early Reading

Learning to read is a complex task. It is generally agreed that learning to read relies on

acquiring concepts and understandings like oral language, vocabulary, alphabet and print

knowledge, phonology, and word identification, among others (Hill, 2020). Of course, we

cannot treat reading as an isolated set of skills and practices. Learning to read is reinforced

and contributes to developing other literate practices, for example, writing, speaking,

listening, viewing, and creating. The act of readingÐconstructing meaning from print

and other symbolsÐis a multidimensional process that relies on a myriad of skills, both

complex and cognitive, and is always ªsituated in and mediated by social and cultural

practicesº (Moje, 2018, p. 2).

To facilitate the development of the whole literate child in the early years, teachers and

knowledgeable others (Vygotsky, 1978) are the best-suited to provide opportunities that

nurture the complex array of literacy capabilities that harness collaborative interactions

with ªtools, texts, people and resourcesº (Woods & Comber, 2020, p. 2). In this way, early

childhood teachers can adopt a comprehensive approach to literacy teaching and learning,

recognising it as a social, cultural, interactive, and material practice that relies on an

interlacing suite of skills and strategies. Such an understanding can be supported through

an adaptive approach where teachers work as ªadaptive expertsº (Darling-Hammond &

Oakes, 2019), paying attention to the different facets of learning to read, including being

aware of children’s social and cultural needs as they learn.

The notion of an ªadaptive expertº (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005) makes the

distinction between adaptive and routinised teaching. Never routine means that teaching

is constantly in flux, and any teaching moment encompasses a woven mat of content,

learning needs, situations, challenges, and dilemmas (Darling-Hammond & Oakes, 2019).

Teachers as adaptive experts develop the ªability to be flexible and innovative to solve

problems and develop their knowledge furtherº (Ellis & Bloch, 2021, p. 2497) by employing

a ªwide repertoire of strategies that allows them to continually adjust their teaching based

on student outcomesº (Darling-Hammond & Oakes, 2019, p. 13). When teachers work as

adaptive experts, they rely on building ªexpertise, knowledge and competenciesº (Darling-

Hammond & Oakes, 2019, p. 13) to meet student needs and new challenges that are inherent

in our highly dynamic, technologised, and connected world. As adaptive literacy experts,

teachers weave through strategies and pedagogies that include explicit instruction, guided

and independent practice, and collaborative and inquiry-based learning, balancing teacher-

and student-centred approaches. An adaptive approach to teaching reading considers the

wide repertoire of strategies that inherently build reading capacities, making accessible

ªmultiple factors, various processes, and multiple sources of information to inform readingº

(Compton-Lilly et al., 2020, p. 185). Such an approach flies in the face of the recent

preoccupation with and push for reductive and narrow approaches that argue that ªexplicit

decoding is the necessary route to comprehension (Ellis & Bloch, 2021, p. 157).

The development of the N-SIT tool in the present study, is contextualised in wider,

recurring, continuing, and highly divisive and politicised debates about the teaching

of reading. N-SIT aims to build teacher knowledge about reading and locate phonics

teaching in authentic contexts relevant to children aged two to five years. The tool offers

opportunities for teachers to closely observe children so that they can adapt with learners

and teach them how to manipulate reading resources to engage and comprehend text and

other symbols to make meaning (Compton-Lilly et al., 2023).
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The N-SIT tool addresses the complex nature of learning to read by foregrounding

explicit components of the reading process within authentic literature. It focuses teachers’

attention on word meaning, word patterns, phonics, and spelling through interaction with

a picture book whilst instilling a love of reading. This is timely, as some studies suggest a

possible drop in children’s reading for pleasure (Boardman, 2024; Pink, 2022).

The following two research questions are addressed in this study:

1. What knowledge of teaching reading do pre-service teachers have in relation to shared

book reading and code-related skills?

2. How can a Non-Scripted Intentional Teaching (NSIT) tool support phonics-focused

teaching through the use of quality children’s literature?

3. Methodology and Materials

3.1. Picture Book Selection

The quality picture books chosen for this study were selected based on nationally

and internationally awarded picture books, as well as high-quality potential phonics and

phonological awareness teaching, and vocabulary text and diversity, noting that the lexical

reservoirs are recommended to include five or more words. Tier-3 words are usually nouns,

and Tier-2 words are generally adjectives or verbs (Hoffman et al., 2015). The picture

books were chosen based on receiving children’s literature awards or nominations, for

example, The Children’s Book Council of Australia Picture Book of the Year Awards and

The British Children’s Book Award. The picture books contained a synergistic blend of

text and illustration (Hoffman et al., 2015; Sipe, 2012), thematically and language-rich,

with Tier-1, Tier-2, and Tier-3 words that have complex meanings and include known and

unknown words (Hoffman et al., 2015).

The N-SIT pre-service teacher books included Pig the Pug (Blabey, 2016), The Snail

and the Whale (Donaldson & Scheffler, 2017), Grandpa and Thomas (Allen, 2005), and Where

is the Green Sheep? (Fox & Horacek, 2004). Except for The Snail and the Whale, the picture

books were awarded or nominated winners by the Children’s Book Council of Australia.

All picture books are early childhood prior-to-school resources, commonly found in long

daycare and preschool settings. All books were chosen for their Tier-1 and Tier-2 vocabulary

and ability to teach code-related literacy (phonological awareness and phonics). The picture

book, My Friend Fred (Watts & Yi, 2019), that will be discussed is a representative example

of the N-SIT framework in action.

The N-SIT teaching model picture book My Friend Fred (Watts & Yi, 2019) was selected

for the following attributes:

• Australian author and illustrator;

• The Children’s Book Council of Australia Winner: The Children’s Book of the

Year Awards;

• Author Frances Watts is a multiple award-winning children’s book author. Illustrator

A. Yi is an illustrator of the well-known and best-selling Alice Maranda series written

by Jacqueline Harvey;

• Repetition for its essential literary devices, including adding rhythm, supporting

narrative structure, and generating meaning (Gannon, 2009);

• Inclusion of rhyme and/or alliteration to support phonics and phonological awareness;

• Inclusion of Tier-1 (my, friend, loves, dog, tree) and more than five Tier-2 words (bored,

sniffs, disgusting, rather, handsome). Excluding the 11 repetitions of ªMy friend Fredº,

the text contained 45% verbs, 29% nouns and 4% adjectives. Note that Tier-3 words

were not a priority for this study, as Tier-3 words are usually relevant for specific

content areas and more often occur in non-fiction texts in the prior-to-school years.
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3.2. Development of the N-SIT Pedagogical Tool

The N-SIT pedagogical tool was initially developed and trialled for early childhood

educators teaching in the prior-to-school years. The N-SIT early childhood teacher peda-

gogical tool research, which was a preliminary observation and interview with an early

childhood teacher, revealed the potential for the N-SIT to benefit pre-service early child-

hood teachers. Drawing on the feedback from the preliminary observation, the N-SIT

pedagogical tool was adapted for PSTs (Figure 1). We then conducted the present pilot

study with post-graduate early childhood teachers. A completed example of My Friend

Fred functioning as an instructional model (Figure 2). The N-SIT pedagogical tool focuses

on code-related literacy and vocabulary, and links to relevant early childhood frameworks.

 

Figure 1. N-SIT Pedagogical Tool Template.

 

Figure 2. N-SIT Instructional Model: My Friend Fred (Watts & Yi, 2019). ** Oxford Wordlist. (*) Oxford

Wordlist Number.
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The N-SIT is a living, working and evolving document that adapts to specific and

authentic teaching contexts. Since the creation of the N-SIT and the trial with PSTs, the N-

SIT will be amended further; for example, teachers who use a synthetic phonics approach,

consonant blends, or consonant clusters as a unit are not taught separately, as sounds are

taught through phoneme blending and segmenting of the individual phoneme±grapheme

(Five From Five, 2025), and may not be required in the N-SIT tool. Therefore, this aspect

could be removed from the N-SIT tool.

3.3. Pre-Survey and Post-Survey of Pre-Service Teacher Knowledge

Pre-N-SIT and post-N-SIT activity participant surveys were developed to ascertain

PSTs’ knowledge of phonics, phonological awareness, phonemic awareness, and early

literacy learning and teaching before and after engaging with the N-SIT pedagogical tool.

The pre-test and post-test contained questions that focused on the same content. Of the

24 PST participants, 24 completed the pre-survey, and 17 completed the post-survey. To

align with the appropriate terminology, the term ‘interesting vocabulary’ (Figure 2) was

changed to ‘targeted vocabulary’ in the final N-SIT (Figure 3, see below).

 

Figure 3. N-SIT for The Snail and the Whale (Donaldson & Scheffler, 2017). The student’s original

handwritten N-SIT has been typed by the researchers to support readability.

The pre-N-SIT survey contained six Likert scale questions about how well-prepared

they felt to teach literacy and their knowledge of phonics, phonological awareness, and

vocabulary knowledge. Three open-ended questions asked participants to explain what

they know about teaching early reading, describe a literacy teaching example they are

familiar with, and describe what they would like to know about teaching literacy. The

post-N-SIT survey contained four Likert scale questions about their knowledge of phonics

and phonological awareness and one open-ended question asking the following specifically

regarding the N-SIT: ªIn what way did the N-SIT support your understanding of code-related

literacy and teaching vocabulary?º, ªWas there an aspect of the N-SIT you found complex?º, and
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ªWhat changes or refinements can you suggest for the N-SIT?º Pre- and post-N-SIT survey

data were analysed using descriptive statistics. The responses to the surveys’ open-ended

questions were analysed through reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022).

The completed N-SIT (Figure 3) demonstrates self-correction of incorrect initial blends,

e.g., crossing out ‘sh-shark’, then rewriting ‘sh-shark’ into the initial digraphs column with

one initial blend error (fo-formed) and initial digraph (fe-feather). The PSTs identified a

phonics focus linked to alliteration and targeted vocabulary. Contractions, CVC, vowel

digraphs, and curriculum links were not completed. This could be due to time constraints,

as suggested by a post-survey respondent who felt a ªlittle bit short on timeº (Respondent

12). The PSTs’ errors provide their lecturers or teaching tutors with an assessment tool

enabling targeted scaffolding and instruction.

3.4. The Study Setting and the Participants

Following university ethics approval (no. XXXX) to conduct the study, two early child-

hood (birth-to-eight) PST cohorts participated in the study. One group was enrolled in the

first-year English and literacy unit, and one group of students were enrolled in a third-year

English and literacy unit. All early childhood students attending tutorials participated in

the N-SIT tutorial activity (internal and online cohorts), with 24 PSTs agreeing to participate

in the study. Of the 24 participants, 12 were enrolled in the first-year unit and 12 were

enrolled in the third-year unit. Participants were informed that participation was voluntary.

The pre-and post-activity survey and engagement in the N-SIT literacy activity were part

of the students’ usual tutorial activities during a teaching week focused on learning phono-

logical awareness and phonics. To recruit participants an announcement regarding the

study was added to the teaching unit website, along with N-SIT participant information

and consent forms. The first-year students had recently completed an assessment task

involving analysing and planning for teaching using children’s literature and understood

the role children’s literature plays in supporting early literacy.

3.5. Data Collection

The data were collected during each (first and third year) of the two-hour online and

face-to-face tutorial workshops. Most students knew the researchers as their current or

former lecturers. A PowerPoint presentation and links to the survey were provided as an

initial introduction. On campus face-to-face students were grouped into small table groups

of three to four students. Online students worked independently. Time was allocated

for participating students to complete the pre-survey before the commencement of the

N-SIT activity lesson. The researcher gave each student an A3-sized blank N-SIT (Figure 1)

and selected picture books. The researcher read My Friend Fred (Watts & Yi, 2019) to each

tutorial student group and then presented the completed N-SIT (Figure 2) enlarged on the

data projector. The researcher explained each category, defined phonics, and discussed

phonological and phonemic awareness with worked examples. The example of the My

Friend Fred (Watts & Yi, 2019) picture book was available to all students during the activity

via an Interactive Smart Board at the front of the classroom. Upon completion of the

activity, each group of participating students completed the post-N-SIT survey. During this

time, students who had not consented to participate in the study worked on other unit-

related activities. The student’s N-SIT work samples were analysed by the authors using

qualitative methods of participant-written responses, with consideration of early reading

theories/frameworks and the PSTs’ ability to identify a phonics focus, alliteration, digraphs,

initial consonant blends, sight or high-frequency words, potential targeted vocabulary,

and links to the EYLF Outcome 5 (AGDE, 2022) or the Australian Curriculum: English

Foundation Year (The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, n.d.).
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4. Results

4.1. Pre-Survey Data Analysis

The pre-survey was designed to examine PSTs’ understanding of early literacy skills

(e.g., phonics, phonological and phonemic awareness, vocabulary) and the teaching of

early reading (Table 1). The following responses explored their teaching knowledge by

written responses describing what is most important in early reading instruction, a teaching

example they have either learnt or thought was best practice in their previous teaching

practicums, and a short Likert scale to identify correct code-related literacy definitions. The

results are reported as follows:

Table 1. Pre-Survey.

Question Well-Prepared Somewhat Prepared Not Well-Prepared

How prepared do you feel to teach
beginning reading?

6 (25%) 15 (67%) 2 (8%)

How prepared do you feel to teach phonics
in your next professional
experience/practicum?

4 (17%) 12 (50%) 8 (33%)

How prepared do you feel to teach
vocabulary?

4 (17%) 15 (63%) 5 (20%)

How prepared do you feel to teach
phonological awareness?

3 (13%) 13 (54%) 8 (33%)

How prepared do you feel to teach writing? 5 (21%) 12 (50%) 7 (30%)

4.1.1. Likert Scale Reported Feelings of Preparedness to Teach Beginning Reading
and Definitions

The survey asked the PSTs to identify the correct definition of phonics, phonological

awareness, and phonemic awareness from multiple-choice answers with only one correct

answer. Of the 27 responses, 100% of PSTs accurately defined phonics as matching letters

of the alphabet with their corresponding sounds. When asked how alphabet knowledge is

best taught, 75% (n = 18) reported through both reading and writing, 21% (n = 5) reported

only through reading, and 4% (n = 1) were unsure. All third-year English students reported

100% accuracy in definitions.

Half of the PSTs could accurately identify the correct definition for phonemic aware-

ness, as follows: 50% (n = 12), with 46% (n = 11) reporting the phonics definition, and 4%

(n = 1) who were unsure. Only 21% (n = 5) could identify the correct response when asked

to identify the most straightforward phonemic awareness task from a list of phonemic

awareness tasks. Of the 27 PST responses, 50% (n = 12) accurately selected the correct

definition for phonological awareness, with 50% (n = 12) selecting the definition for phonics.

All third-year English students reported 100% accuracy in definitions and 21% correct

responses to phonological awareness tasks.

The initial Likert scale and multiple-choice data revealed that the PSTs felt they were

either well or somewhat prepared to teach vocabulary rather than phonics and phonological

awareness. All PSTs understood phonics related to the association between letters and their

sounds. Only half of the PSTs in this study could correctly define phonemic awareness and

phonological awareness.

4.1.2. Pre-Survey Written Feedback

What is essential in teaching early reading?
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The survey yielded 23 PST explanations of their current understanding of teaching

early reading. Responses ranged from 14 to 56 words. Of the 23 written responses, 11 PST

respondents reported an understanding that early reading involves a broad range of literacy

areas, including phonics, comprehension, phonological awareness, fluency, and vocabulary,

as the following statements suggest:

ªTeaching early reading is, in general, focusing on comprehension vocabulary to

understand the content of the story. Reading includes the knowledge of phonics vocabulary,

comprehension and oral languageº (Respondent 12);

ªI know there are different parts and factors that compose students’ success in learning

to read, such as phonological awareness, vocabulary, fluency and comprehension, teaching

phonicsº (Respondent 6).

Nine respondents also reported the importance of explicit and systematic instruction,

including phonics and phonological awareness. The following statements are indicative

of this view: ªI understand that when teaching early reading, it is important to use an explicit

approach. . .I also understand that I should use an explicit phonics programº (Respondent 1);

ªEarly reading is a complicated task that requires explicit and systematic teachingº (Respondent

8); and ªTeaching phonics is one of the prerequisites for children to learn to read, as they need to

understand and be able to sound out alphabets in print in order to readº (Respondent 6).

Half of the PST respondents (n = 12) reported a more holistic view of early reading

through shared songs, plays, connecting knowledge and interest, autonomy, language

development, and reading for pleasure. This is evident in the following statements:

ªGood experience with reading from a young age will make a foundation for their

reading for pleasure in the futureº (Respondent 15); ªEducators connect play into learning

and promote the language skills and other real knowledgeº (Respondent 16); and ªIt is

better to raise children’s interestsº (Respondent 7).

These responses suggest that PSTs understand early reading but report different

priorities regarding the most important one. Some PSTs prioritised the technicalities of

reading, such as phonics and explicit teaching of phonological skills, whereas other PSTs

reported a more holistic understanding of early reading, such as building foundations for

reading for pleasure, telling stories through songs and plays, and improving social skills

and critical thinking.

Explanations of what are considered by PSTs as examples of quality early reading teaching

in classrooms?

The PSTs (n = 21) provided a range of appropriate early reading lesson ideas, ranging

from 5 to 108 words. Only one PST responded that they did not know any teaching

examples. Overwhelmingly, 76% of PSTs (n = 16) provided examples of teaching phonics,

phonological awareness, and vocabulary through children’s literature. There were (n = 7)

phonics lesson ideas, for example, ªfinger tracing letters. . .name recognitionº (Respondent 1),

ªteach them the difference between upper and lower case (letters)º (Respondent 11), and ªfocus

on the sound the letters makeº (Respondent 19). Phonological awareness lesson ideas were

reported by 20% (n = 4), for example, ªrepeat the word and clap hands to decode the syllables of

the wordsº (Respondent 4).

Over half of the PSTs (61%, n = 13) described in-depth examples of teaching vocabulary.

This is evident in the following examples:

One way I would teach is by reading a picture book to the students. I would then select

a word that the students may be unsure of the definition of. I would then ask if anyone

knows the definition. I would then explain what the word means and use examples of the

children from the class using that word, e.g., if it was the word ‘auburn’, I would see if

any child in the class has that colour hair ªSally has auburn hairº. I would then write the
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word out on a whiteboard and talk to the students about what letters they see and sounds

they make. (Respondent 2);

When reading a book for a small group of children, emphasise the new vocabulary that the

children might not seen/heard before by asking open-ended questions, explain the words,

and provide examples (Respondent 12).

The range of different teaching examples reveals that the PSTs in this study understand

the potential of children’s literature in planning lessons that can support children’s phonics,

phonological awareness, and vocabulary learning. Four participants in this study did not

provide a teaching example. The responses could indicate that the four PSTs may not know

or feel confident giving an example.

4.2. Implementation of the N-SIT During Tutorial Activities

The PSTs worked in small groups of four, reflected on their pedagogical decisions, and

adopted a flexible and adaptive approach towards using the N-SIT tool. Observations of

student engagement revealed collaborative learning, peer support, and students negotiating

with each other to problem-solve and discuss literacy-focused concepts. Students’ verbal

feedback included that the N-SIT experience was fun and enjoyable, the activity was

practical, and the tutorial was the best literacy learning to date. The following are examples

of completed N-SIT templates by PSTs during the tutorial activity for The Snail and the Whale

(Donaldson & Scheffler, 2017) (Figure 3) and Pig the Pug (Blabey, 2016) (Figure 4).

 

Figure 4. N-SIT for Pig the Pug (Blabey, 2016).

The PST group in N-SIT Figure 4 completed the literature awards section and columns

to curriculum frameworks with one initial digraph error ‘gr’. Like the example in Figure 3,

the students could not complete the curriculum column, suggesting that more time may

be needed, or they may not have known how to make these links. Lecturers or teaching
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tutors can scaffold learning with support in making links to early years frameworks and

follow-up lesson planning.

4.3. Post-Survey Data Analysis

After completing the N-SIT tool tutorial experience, the PSTs were offered the op-

portunity to participate in a post-survey. Results revealed that 100% of PSTs responded

with a correct definition of phonics both pre-survey and post-survey. Regarding correctly

defining phonemic awareness, the post-survey revealed a decrease in incorrect responses

from pre-survey (65%) to post-survey (35%). There was only a slight change in incorrect

phonological awareness, with results from pre-survey at 50% and post-survey at 47%

(Figure 5).

 

Figure 5. Phonemic Awareness and Phonological Awareness Pre-Survey and Post-Survey

Percentage Results.

The pre- and post-survey results suggest that PSTs had a clear definitional under-

standing of phonics. The N-SIT may have supported PSTs in an increased understanding

of the term phonemic awareness and a slight understanding of phonological awareness.

However, the results indicate that further scaffolding and explicit instruction on these

terms are needed before and during the N-SIT activity, and as part of early childhood

literacy units.

Post-Survey Written Data

The post-survey asked the PSTs how the N-SIT tutorial experience supported their

understanding of code-related literacy. There were 17 responses, ranging from 10 to

55 words. The PSTs reported that the N-SIT tutorial experience supported their confidence

in literacy teaching, provided an authentic guide for planning, and reinforced literacy

knowledge in an enjoyable way. However, there were some areas of the N-SIT that PSTs

found complex.

The N-SIT experience helped to increase PSTs’ confidence in teaching some early

reading concepts. The following statements indicate this view: ªIt also eased my worries
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about the complexities of teaching literacy concepts to students in the classroomº (Respondent

3), ªI feel as if I could use this on PEx (professional experience) confidently as feel I am specifically

teaching early literacy skillsº (Respondent 14), and ªI found it empowering to learn a new way to

teach the childrenº (Respondent 11), and ªIt (N-SIT) helped me to understand and gain a little

confidence in the initial digraphs and blend differences.º ªThis N-SIT support is essential for future

teachersº (Respondent 12).

The PSTs also reported that they found the N-SIT to be PST student-friendly, practical,

and an enjoyable way to reflect on and consolidate early literacy knowledge, as the follow-

ing respondents reported: ªI actually found this really enjoyable and user-friendly and would use

this in my future practiceº (Respondent 16), ª. . .also laid it out simplyº (Respondent 11), and

ªIt provides an explicit way for organising and teachingº (Respondent 5).

The N-SIT also supported an understanding of code-related literacy, as the following

PSTs explained: ªIt opened my eyes further in identifying the elements of code-related

literacy and teaching vocabularyº (Respondent 2), and ªAs a beginner to phonics, it helped

to explain concepts, break them down, to connect with the literatureº (Respondent 14).

The researchers also asked the PSTs if they found an aspect of the N-SIT complex. There

were 16 responses with one word, ªNoº (Respondent 13), to 37 words. The respondents

reported identifying initial digraphs and blends as the most challenging, but the N-SIT

was supportive of learning. The following responses reflect this view: ªidentifying digraphsº

(Respondent 2), ªI found initial blends complex to determine whether the letters make that sound,

or is there a sound they make with another letter (like st, sm, sl. . .)º (Respondent 3), and ªAt

first, I had to figure out the difference between the initial blends and initial digraphs, but once I had

worked that out, I was able to understand it very clearlyº (Respondent 15).

The PSTs provided feedback on future refinements to the N-SIT tool. Most suggested

they were sometimes confused about the difference between digraphs and initial consonant

blends. One respondent pointed to having an additional prefix and suffix column to extend

vocabulary lessons, and another suggested adding a column with an end digraph. One

of the most important changes to be added was including a rhyme column. A group of

students identified the absence of a column for rhyming words while working together

during the N-SIT activity and brought this to the attention of the two research facilitators. A

written survey response also identified this omission, stating, ªAdd a place for rhyming words

because our book had a lot of rhyming wordsº (Respondent 16). This was important feedback

for the researchers, given the number of children’s picture books containing rhyme and

the importance of planning to support phonological awareness in the prior-to-school years.

Another important change identified by a PST is to include a definition and exemplar for

reference to assist future teachers in using the N-SIT resource.

The post-survey data and the PSTs’ N-SIT work samples identified that the N-SIT

tool could support PSTs in further understanding how to plan for early reading through

children’s literature in the prior-to-school years. Further explicit teaching of phonics,

phonological awareness and phonemic awareness before, during, and after the N-SIT

experience would be beneficial in supporting a more in-depth understanding of code-

related literacy and how this can be supported in the year before beginning to teach in

school. Respondents indicated that they would also like more content in their English and

literacy units, as Respondent 7 indicated, ªI would like a full unit targeting phonemes, so that

not only for children but so we can learn about phonemes in an explicit and systematic way as wellº

(Respondent 7).

The above participant statements suggest that PSTs found blends and digraphs con-

fusing. Current discussions around teaching phonics, specifically synthetic phonics, do not

recommend teaching initial blends due to the amount of cognitive information children

need to memorise when learning to read (Five From Five, 2025; Moats, 2020a, 2020b).
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Therefore, revised versions of the N-SIT need more explanation and identification of blends;

furthermore, future research should consider why it is contested in current literacy teach-

ing programs.

5. Discussion

To date, few studies, if any, have specifically explored potential strategies to support

early childhood PSTs in developing their knowledge of teaching early reading and phonics

with children aged from birth to eight five. However, many studies have explored PSTs’

early reading and code-related literacy knowledge (Meeks et al., 2020; Meeks & Kemp,

2017). Based upon government priorities and changes to ITE programs in English-speaking

countries for the teaching of early reading in the classroom (Department of Education,

2023), the diverse phonics teaching practices in prior-to-school settings (Campbell, 2015),

and the perceived lack of components of early reading, such as phonics and phonological

awareness preparedness of PSTs (Meeks & Kemp, 2017; Weadman et al., 2021), the N-SIT

has the potential to address the pressing need to discover innovative ways to support

and train PSTs for effective reading instruction using authentic and positive tools and

strategies. In particular, as PSTs’ knowledge and conceptions of reading development are

still emerging in their early years of university study, designing strategies that integrate

both shared book reading of quality children’s literacy and teaching code-related skills,

such as phonics, would be invaluable. In addition, providing professional development

in realising the potential of building vocabulary through shared picture book reading

is crucial (Mesmer, 2016). Given that large-group, small-group, and one-to-one reading

interactions between teachers and children are a common occurrence in a prior-to-school

classroom (Gerde et al., 2016), the N-SIT may be useful for the planning and engagement of

code-related literacy and vocabulary in ways that include quality children’s literature and

potentially motivate children in their reading development.

The PSTs’ engagement with the N-SIT as a planning tool in combination with quality

picture books (e.g., My Friend Fred) supported the analysis, identification, and mapping

out of code-related skills (e.g., phonics, phonological awareness) within their chosen text.

The PSTs identified targeted vocabulary in the picture books, noting that picture books

provide rich and varied vocabulary (Zucker et al., 2013). The PSTs were supported in using

the N-SIT tool for reflective planning and supporting beginning readers’ love of picture

books. The teacher pre-survey found that most participants felt underprepared to teach

phonics but felt more confident in teaching vocabulary than phonics skills. Developing

confidence and growing knowledge and understanding of teaching reading by teachers

in their training programs have been reported by previous studies (Bostock & Boon, 2012;

Hendry, 2019; Meeks et al., 2020; Tortorelli et al., 2021). A key finding from N-SIT in the

post-survey written feedback data was the increase in PSTs’ literacy planning confidence.

Feeling underprepared is commonly reported by university students and is to be expected,

especially in the initial years of PST training programs where students are rapidly learning

a wide range of educational teaching, learning, and content and approaches across the

pressures of several different curriculum areas.

The N-SIT tool has the potential to support PSTs in their teacher preparation programs

for teaching reading. It could also be a useful resource for early literacy tutorial activities,

as the tool supports the teaching of phonics that can be adapted to either synthetic or

comprehensive phonics approaches. The PSTs reported the importance of systematic in-

struction, including phonics and phonological awareness, with all PSTs accurately defining

the term phonics, indicating that they understood the important role phonics and phono-

logical awareness play in early reading development. These findings differ from previous

PST studies, finding reduced ability to define phonics and the importance of explicit and
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systematic code-related literacy instruction (Hendry, 2019; Meeks et al., 2020). The PSTs

demonstrated direct linking of phoneme±grapheme opportunities and alliteration in the

picture books, noting how both phonics and reading enjoyment can be planned as a joint

positive experience (Cabell et al., 2019; Lefebvre et al., 2011).

Following the PSTs’ trial and implementation of the N-SIT tool during a university

tutorial class, it was found that the participants’ knowledge of phonics and phonemic aware-

ness was enhanced, and it helped them build a stronger understanding of the teaching of

early literacy skills. Furthermore, there was an improvement in the PSTs’ understanding

of the term phonological awareness; however, similar to Meeks et al.’s (2020) study, there

were still a large number of PSTs who demonstrated limited phonological and phonemic

awareness knowledge, confusing the terms phonological awareness, phonemic aware-

ness, and phonics. These findings suggest that more focus is needed in supporting PSTs’

understanding of code-related literacy to be able to apply this knowledge to their planning.

The PSTs reported that the N-SIT was student-friendly and practical, and they enjoyed

using the planning tool to unpack and critically analyse the selected texts of the picture

books. They highlighted its usefulness in mapping phonics focus letters, associated blends,

digraphs, plurals, and sight words from different picture books. As the PSTs collaborated

in small groups, the NSIT activity also provided fruitful opportunities to discuss and

complete an overarching evaluation of the book and identify key code-related skills and

metalinguistic knowledge they could concentrate on during shared reading activities with

emerging and beginner readers. These findings suggest that the N-SIT was particularly

effective for collaborative planning phonics-focused teaching through children’s literature.

The PSTs collaboratively approached the N-SIT activity, drawing on the notion of ªadaptive

expertsº (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005), where they problem-solved, developed

their knowledge as a small group, drawing on a repertoire of strategies, such as working

together, collaborating, drawing on their existing understanding of code-related literacy,

referring back to their course materials, and the pre-activity explicit instruction and training

slides, peer learning, and questioning their tutors.

The PSTs provided critical feedback in the post-survey on using the N-SIT tool identi-

fying the absence of columns, including rhyme, an important phonological component of

early reading. It was interesting to note that although some participants were confidently

able to describe engaging examples of planning activities with syllables and rhyme, they

did not realise that these skills were, in fact, phonological awareness skills. The PSTs also

suggested including a definition or exemplar to use as a resource. These findings are

important for the improvement of the tool, and also as a way to support the development

of PSTs’ metalinguistic skills and language.

In order to support PSTs’ teaching of reading to emerging and beginner readers,

it is important to provide these university students with practical training tools such

as the N-SIT, which can assist them in critically analysing a quality picture book and

effectively utilising the text to support code-related skills such as phonics. This builds

an understanding of the complex nature of learning to read and the crucial need for

adaptive and flexible pedagogical practices (Darling-Hammond & Oakes, 2019). To assist

in alleviating perpetual, contentious, and ongoing reading war issues (e.g., whole language

versus phonics), it seems that blending both quality picture books and the critical analysis

and identification of phonics skills embedded in these texts assisted in opening the eyes of

the PSTs to an engaging pathway to plan for intentional teaching of phonics and vocabulary,

alongside other important components of early reading skills. The N-SIT may provide

a promising approach to teaching phonics; however, as the present study was a small

trial with only a limited number of PSTs in one university, further work is needed to

test the N-SIT with a larger participant sample, and with revised PSTs’ suggestions and
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in-depth pre-activity tutorials on phonological awareness and phonemic awareness. Future

research is needed to examine how the N-SIT may fit within a synthetic phonics approach,

and how the tool could be used for professional development to support teachers across

various countries, such as Australia, the UK, and the USA, who require further knowledge

and professional development training on how to effectively and authentically teach

phonics with children in the prior-to-school years whilst engaging their love and motivation

for reading.
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