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Abstract 
The past few years have seen a shift towards a faster pace of letter instruction in Norwegian first-
grade classrooms. Introducing the letters faster has the potential to alter teaching practices more 
generally, not only by freeing up time for more individually adapted literacy instruction but also 
by making it possible for students to start reading and writing texts earlier. The aim of the pres-
ent study is to investigate whether the pace of letter instruction is associated with the amount of 
time devoted to various other relevant teaching practices. Information about the pace of letter 
instruction and about other teaching practices was provided, through questionnaires completed in 
December and June, by 51 Norwegian first-grade teachers who finished letter instruction at various 
times between September and June. The results indicate that introducing the letters faster really 
does affect other teaching practices, mainly in the second semester, in that more time is devoted 
to students’ writing, greater use is made of levelled books and less time is spent on worksheets and 
on handwriting practice. However, there would seem to be room for teachers to further exploit the 
opportunities that arise when the letters are introduced faster. 
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Introduction

For decades, the literacy instruction offered to school starters has been character-
ised by detailed letter instruction over a lengthy period of time, typically involving 
the presentation of one new letter each week (Morrow, Tracey, & Del Nero, 2011; 
Rasmussen, 2013; Treiman, Tincoff, Rodriguez, Mouzaki, & Francis, 1998). This 
aspect of first-grade practice can be considered a historically stable cornerstone of 
literacy instruction, across countries. However, recent years have seen rapid change 
in Norwegian first-grade classrooms, with more and more teachers introducing the 
letters at a faster pace. While only 18% of teachers reported that they introduced 
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two or more letters a week in 2013 (Rasmussen, 2013), approximately 60% did in 
2016 (Norwegian Reading Centre, 2017). Against this background, it is relevant to 
ask whether such a major change in a key element of first-grade literacy instruction 
has the potential to significantly alter instructional practices at a more general level. 
More specifically, we investigate whether the change to an instructional cornerstone 
represented by a faster pace of letter instruction is associated with the frequencies of 
other teaching practices in the first grade. 

Possible effects of a faster pace of letter instruction 

One of the main advantages of introducing the letters faster in the first grade is 
obviously that this will give students access sooner to the tools they need for reading 
and writing, and this in turn will give the teacher better opportunities to provide 
more adapted instruction to all students – from those who struggle with mastering 
all letter–sound correspondences, to those who quickly need more advanced tasks to 
further develop their literacy skills (see e.g. Lundetræ & Uppstad, 2016; Lundetræ & 
Walgermo, 2014). This way of thinking reflects a hermeneutic approach to reading 
instruction, as proposed by Tønnessen and Uppstad (2015, pp. 90–91). Hermeneu-
tics began life as a theory on the interpretation of texts, emphasising that neither the 
parts nor the whole can be fully understood without the other (Gadamer, 1960). 
Transferred to reading instruction, teachers should ensure, as early as possible, 
that students have many opportunities to encounter both parts (letters, and later on 
words) and wholes (words, and later on texts). Students’ encounters with words will 
help develop their knowledge about how the letters are used in individual words. At 
the same time, using their knowledge of the individual letters to read and spell differ-
ent words will develop their knowledge about those words. 

Research into the pace of letter instruction is scarce. The few studies carried out 
have found that introducing the letters faster is positively associated with children’s 
letter knowledge, word-reading skills and spelling skills at the end of the first grade 
(Jones & Reutzel, 2012; Sunde, Furnes, & Lundetræ, 2019). As far as we know, 
however, no previous studies have investigated the domino effect that a faster pace 
of letter instruction may have on other teaching practices in first-grade classrooms.

Practices used in first-grade literacy instruction

Norwegian school starters vary greatly in their knowledge of the letters and their other 
literacy skills (Djuve, 2017; Sigmundsson, Eriksen, Ofteland, & Haga, 2017). As Nor-
wegian kindergartens offer no formal literacy instruction (Norwegian Directorate for 
Education and Training, 2017a), there is typically an emphasis on explicit teaching of 
letter–sound correspondences, word reading and spelling during the first year of school. 

Explicit instruction about grapheme–phoneme correspondences, or “phonics”, 
has been found to strengthen children’s letter knowledge and their ability to read 
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words (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2000; Torg-
erson, Brooks, & Hall, 2006). Existing research also recognises that children should 
encounter multiple repetitions of grapheme–phoneme associations after the first 
introduction of the letters (Jones, Clark, & Reutzel, 2013; Justice, Pence, Bowles, 
& Wiggins, 2006; Treiman et al., 1998). However, many students have mastered all 
such associations even after the first round of instruction while others need several 
repetitions of most of the letters, or of those that are easily confused, such as b and 
d. If the letters are introduced more rapidly than at the traditional one-letter-a-week 
pace, teachers will have greater opportunities to ensure that each student is exposed 
to the amount of repetition that he or she needs (Jones et al., 2013). 

Here it should be noted that the letters are of limited usefulness, and hence inter-
est, in and of themselves. After all, letters do not create meaning unless they are used 
for reading and writing. Using the letters for reading and writing will in fact provide 
students with multiple repetitions of grapheme–phoneme correspondences. For this 
reason, it has been recommended that students should use the letters in meaningful 
reading and writing activities as soon as they have been introduced to them (Ehri, 
2004; Jones et al., 2013; Tønnessen & Uppstad, 2015). 

Against this background, teachers should give students opportunities to practise 
their reading and writing in meaningful and authentic settings at school (Adams, 1990; 
Allington, 2013; Castles, Rastle, & Nation, 2018; Gambrell, 2011; Gerde,  Bingham, & 
Wasik, 2012). In this study, we use the term “meaningful” about reading of authentic 
texts such as children’s books, magazines and levelled books and tasks that allow stu-
dents to communicate their ideas, opinions and experiences through writing (Gerde 
et al., 2012). Extensive use of the opposite type of tasks, such as completing work-
sheets, practising handwriting by forming individual letters and practising the reading 
of parts of words or single words (e.g. reading sheets) represents a more fragmented 
approach to literacy instruction. If teachers rely too much on such less meaningful 
tasks, students may form the impression that reading and writing is something you do 
to practise specific skills rather than to search for meaning or to communicate.

Reading in first-grade classrooms 
By the end of the first grade, most students no longer rely entirely on letter–sound 
correspondences when reading but also use orthographic and more advanced 
word-reading skills to a lesser or greater extent. For this transition to take place, 
students’ own reading is crucial. This is because frequent encounters with words 
through extensive reading is the most influential factor when it comes to strength-
ening the ability to recognise words (Castles et al., 2018; Foorman et al., 2006). On 
this point, there will obviously be differences between languages depending on their 
degree of transparency. In a semi-transparent orthography like that of Norwegian, 
students simply cannot master complex words with inconsistent spelling unless they 
go beyond letter–sound correspondences (Seymour, Aro, & Erskine, 2003). Explicit 
instruction can be used to some extent to teach students such inconsistencies between 
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spoken and written language, but students still have to read those words in context 
in order to learn how to pronounce and spell them (Castles et al., 2018; Ehri, 2005). 
In fact, the total time devoted to reading has been found to be crucial for subsequent 
reading development (Castles et al., 2018; Willingham, 2017), but the time spent 
reading by students at school varies greatly between classrooms (Brenner, Hiebert, 
& Tompkins, 2009; Topping, Samuels, & Paul, 2007). Both quantity and quality are 
important: students must be provided with texts at an appropriate level of difficulty 
(Gambrell, 2011; Stutz, Schaffner, & Schiefele, 2016; Turner & Paris, 1995; Wray, 
Medwell, Fox, & Poulson, 2000). 

Writing in first-grade classrooms 
Early on, children often find it easier to write words than to read them (Adams, 1990). 
In fact, about half of Norwegian school starters already know how to spell simple 
words (two- to five-letter ones) (Djuve, 2017). Children’s initial attempts at using 
letters to convert spoken words into text – “invented” spelling or writing ( Puranik & 
Lonigan, 2011; Read, 1971) – also help them understand the alphabetic principle by 
promoting their ability to analyse words into their constituent phonemes and to link 
phonemes with the corresponding graphemes (Frith, 1985). 

There is of course also a motor element to writing. One basic prerequisite for 
children to be able to write words and texts by hand is the ability to write individ-
ual letters efficiently using a pen or pencil. Hence this is an important component 
of first-grade letter instruction, but the related lessons should be brief and explicit 
(Jones et  al., 2013), and the practice of handwriting skills beyond the initial level 
should take place mainly in the context of meaningful writing activities (Graham 
et al., 2012). 

Time set aside by teachers for students’ writing is thus crucial for the practice 
of both handwriting and writing at a more abstract level. However, the effect on 
students’ skills may largely depend on teachers’ specific use of such time (Roth & 
Guinee, 2011). The recommended time that students should spend writing each 
day ranges from 10 to 45 minutes (Graham et al., 2012; Morrow et al., 2011; Ray 
& Cleaveland, 2004) – also depending on context and on the level of teacher sup-
port. As in the case of reading, there is considerable variation across classrooms in 
the time set aside for students’ writing (Cutler & Graham, 2008; Håland, Hoem, 
& McTigue, 2019). This might in fact reflect an untapped potential for children’s 
literacy learning.

In a previous study, Håland et al. (2019) (N = 299 Norwegian classrooms, of 
which 51 are included in the present study) found no association between the pace 
of letter instruction and the time provided for students to write in the first semester. 
However, as many as 19% of the teachers in their study reported that they pro-
vided no time at all for students’ own writing in the first semester. Two main rea-
sons were given: first, that the faster pace of letter instruction required a great deal 
of classroom time, and, second, that they preferred a fragmented and sequential 
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approach to teaching and learning, considering that students should first learn the 
letters properly and only then use them to write texts. These findings run contrary to 
researchers’ recommendations for a faster pace of letter instruction, which are based 
on the assumption that introducing the letters faster will create better opportunities 
to engage students in meaningful reading and writing activities at an earlier stage 
(Jones et al., 2013; Lundetræ & Uppstad, 2016; Lundetræ & Walgermo, 2014; Tøn-
nessen & Uppstad, 2015). 

The present study 

The aim of the present study was to investigate whether a faster pace of letter instruc-
tion has the potential to alter literacy instruction at a more general level. As men-
tioned above, the practice of introducing the letters over a lengthy period of time 
has been a historically stable cornerstone of first-grade literacy instruction across 
countries, but in recent years there has been a rapid shift towards a faster pace of 
letter instruction as the prevailing approach in Norwegian first-grade classrooms. 
To investigate the potential domino effect of that faster pace of letter instruction on 
other teaching practices, we asked the following question: 

Is the pace of letter instruction in Norwegian first-grade classrooms associated 
with the frequency of other teaching practices, such as time spent on students’ 
own reading and writing, handwriting practice and worksheets, the use of different 
reading material and the extent to which the teachers adapt their instruction?

This question was underpinned by several assumptions. First, we hypothesised 
that spending less time on letter instruction for all students would provide teach-
ers with better opportunities to adapt their instruction to individual students’ 
skills and needs. Hence we expected to find higher frequencies of adapted letter 
instruction and other tasks as well as more extensive use of levelled books in class-
rooms where the letters were introduced more rapidly. Second, we hypothesised 
that a faster pace of letter instruction would enable students to use all letters for 
reading and writing at an earlier time. Hence we expected that teachers who fin-
ished letter instruction early would allocate more time for their students to read 
and write in meaningful settings and devote less time to tasks focusing on single 
letters and words, such as handwriting practice and tasks based on worksheets and 
reading sheets. Third, we hypothesised that the pace of letter instruction would 
be more strongly associated with the frequency of other teaching practices in the 
second semester than in the first. The reason for this expectation was twofold. 
To begin with, letter instruction continued throughout the first semester in most 
classrooms, meaning that it would presumably leave less time for other teaching 
practices. Further, in the course of the second semester, as more and more teach-
ers finished their letter instruction, other options would become available to them 
in planning literacy instruction: they would have better opportunities to adapt 
their instruction to the students’ individual needs and more time to devote to 
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meaningful reading and writing activities that would better support the students’ 
literacy learning. 

Method

Participants and procedures 
The present study is based on survey data from the 51 class teachers (50 females) 
randomised to the untreated control group in the large “Two Teachers” randomised 
controlled trial (N = 300 classrooms) (Solheim, Rege, & McTigue, 2017). Seven 
teachers were 29 years old or younger, twelve were 30–39, sixteen were 40–49, thir-
teen were 50–59 and two were above 60 years old. Four teachers held a master’s 
degree, forty-three held a three- or four-year teaching degree and the remaining three 
reported having a university degree of three years’ duration or less. The teachers’ 
work experience ranged from 1 to 36 years (mean: 12.56). Of the twenty-seven teach-
ers who had finished letter instruction by December, sixteen reported that this was 
their first time introducing two or more letters a week. When the teachers were asked 
to reply to the following assertion: “In reading instruction; we teach students to take 
sounds together to form words”, forty-eight teachers answered “totally agree” and 
three teachers answered “partly agree”, indicating that a phonics based approach to 
reading instruction dominates. The classrooms participating in the study are widely 
spread across the southern part of Norway, representing twenty-six municipalities in 
eight counties, and they mirror overall Norwegian demographics in that 83.3% of the 
children attending the schools in question live in urban areas (82% do so in Norway 
overall) (Statistics Norway, 2018). 

The Norwegian context

Norwegian children start school in August of the calendar year in which they turn six. 
Between the ages of three and five, 96.8% of children attend kindergarten (Statistics 
Norway, 2017), but starting school proper represents the onset of formal literacy 
instruction. Most children (96.5%) are enrolled in public (i.e. non-private) schools, 
and only 0.5% attend special-education schools (Norwegian Directorate for Edu-
cation and Training, 2018b). The Norwegian subject has the main responsibility for 
literacy instruction, and covers eight out of 25 school hours (á 45 minutes) a week in 
first grade (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2018a). 

The current Norwegian national curriculum (Norwegian Directorate for Educa-
tion and Training, 2017b) is organised on the basis of competence aims that students 
should meet after certain grade levels. For the questions under investigation in this 
study, the relevant competence aims are to be met after the second grade. Norwegian 
teachers have a great deal of professional autonomy: they are free to choose their 
teaching methods and approaches, as long as they direct their teaching towards the 
competence aims. 



K. Sunde and K. Lundetræ

68

Measures and analyses

The measures were retrieved from the answers to a questionnaire survey adminis-
tered to teachers within the “Two Teachers” project on two occasions during the 
academic year (in December and June). The survey contained, inter alia, questions 
about the teachers’ teaching practices with regard to letter instruction, reading and 
writing and was sent to the Norwegian subject teacher. Most of the questions that are 
relevant to the present study were developed by experienced researchers and practi-
tioners involved in the “Two Teachers” project, but the scale used to elicit informa-
tion about adapted teaching practices was adapted from Wendt, Bos, Tarelli, Vaskova, 
and Walzebug (2016). On both occasions, the teachers were asked to report based on 
a typical week in the current semester. 

The questionnaire, which was first piloted on a group of teachers not involved in 
the project, was web-based, with a personal link sent by e-mail to each respondent. 
For the teachers involved in the present study, the response rate was 100% at both 
time points, but one teacher failed to complete parts of the second questionnaire, 
meaning that several questions on the June questionnaire have one answer missing. 

Based on our hypotheses as set out above, we chose a subset of the questionnaire 
items as described below. Descriptive statistics for those items are provided in Table 1.

Time for students’ own reading was assessed using the item “How many minutes are 
set aside for the students’ own reading each week?” It was specified that it referred to 
students’ own reading of children’s books/magazines, not teacher-led instruction and 
homework consisting of reading tasks. This variable is referred to as “time to read”. 
The scale used is: 1 = less than 15 minutes; 2 = about 15 minutes; 3 = about 30 min-
utes; 4 = about 45 minutes; 5 = about 60 minutes; 6 = about 75 minutes; 8 = about 
90 minutes; and 9 = more than 90 minutes.

 Time for students’ own writing was assessed using the item “How much time is allo-
cated to students’ own writing each week?” It was specified in the question that it 
referred to time for students to engage in actual writing, not including time devoted 
to, for example, pre-writing activities, handwriting practice or worksheets. This vari-
able is referred to as “time to write”. The scale used is: 1 = have not spent time on 
writing texts yet; 2 = less than 15 minutes; 3 = about 15 minutes; 4 = about 30 min-
utes; 5 = about 45 minutes; 6 = about 60 minutes; and 7 = more than 60 minutes. 
The first value (1 = have not spent time on writing texts yet) was used only in the 
December questionnaire, as some teachers tend to wait until all letters are intro-
duced before they allocate time for students own writing.

Use of reading materials was assessed using two items: (a) “How often do you use 
levelled books/guided reading books?” (variable name: “levelled books”) and (b) 
“How often do you use reading sheets?” (variable name: “reading sheets”). Reading 
sheets, which are used in many Norwegian first-grade classrooms, typically contain 
a set of letters, syllables, words and sentences for the students to read. They often 
include only those letters that have been introduced so far. The scale used for both 
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variables is 1 = every day/nearly every day; 2 = once or twice a week; 3 = once or 
twice a month; and 4 = never or rarely. 

Use of writing tasks was also assessed using two items: (a) “Are tasks targeting 
handwriting/letter forming used in the classroom?” (variable name: “handwriting”) 
and (b) “Are cloze tasks in books/worksheets used in the classroom?” (variable 
name: “worksheets”). The same 1–4 scale as described in the previous paragraph 
was used. 

Repetition of letters was assessed only in the June questionnaire, using three items: 
(a) “After the first introduction of the letters, we have gone through all the letters sys-
tematically one or several times in whole-class sessions” (variable name: “repeated let-
ters systematically”); (b) “After the first introduction of the letters, we have repeated 
the letters regularly with all students in the class” (variable name: “repeated letters 
regularly”); and (c) “After the first introduction of the letters, we have repeated the 
letters with those students who did not know all the letters after the first round of 
instruction” (variable name: “repeated letters with individual students”). The same 
1–4 scale was used. 

Finally, the adaptation of tasks to students’ skill level (variable name: “adapted instruc-
tion”) was assessed only in the June questionnaire, using an adapted version of a scale 
designed by Wendt et al. (2016). A factor analysis was performed to elaborate this variable. 
Nine items were initially entered, but four of them were removed owing to a low loading 
on the one-factor solution1. The five items eventually included in the one- factor solution 
(Cronbach’s α = .82) are: “The students are given tasks of varying difficulty depending 
on their ability” (factor loading = .807); “Those students who struggle understanding 
something are given specific additional tasks” (factor loading = .602); “High-ability stu-
dents are given additional or more demanding tasks” (factor loading = .756); “When 
students work individually, the tasks they are set are adapted to their ability level” (factor 
loading = .811); and “The students regularly work on tasks of varying difficulty, either in 
groups or on their own” (factor loading = .841) The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) value 
for sampling accuracy was .81, which exceeds the recommended threshold value of  
.6 (Kaiser, 1970, 1974). Bartlett’s test of sphericity (Bartlett, 1954) yielded a low signif-
icance level (p <.001), supporting the factorability of the correlation matrix.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for variables indicating frequencies of teaching activities.

N Min–max Mean (SD) Skewness/kurtosis
December 
Time to read 51 1–5 2.33 (1.11) –0.49/–0.36
Time to write 51 1–7 3.55 (1.83) –0.40/–0.75

1The excluded variables were: “Teaching is oriented towards the mean ability level of the class”; 
“Low-ability students receive extra help during lessons”; ”During group work the groups are divid-
ed according to ability, and the groups receive different tasks”; and “I use software to differentiate 
teaching”.
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N Min–max Mean (SD) Skewness/kurtosis
Levelled books 51 1–4 2.82 (1.05) –0.38/–1.07
Reading sheets 51 1–4 2.31 (1.03) 0.47/–0.87
Worksheets 51 1–4 1.94 (0.90) 0.97/0.47
Letter forming 51 1–4 1.82 (0.84) 0.98/0.68
June 
Time to read 50 1–8 3.16 (1.66) 1.16/1.32
Time to write 50 1–7 4.28 (1.49) –0.04/–0.60
Levelled books 50 1–4 2.34 (1.02) 0.22/–1.04
Reading sheets 50 1–4 2.30 (1.09) 0.34/–1.16
Worksheets 50 1–4 2.30 (0.72) 0.46/0.14
Letter forming 50 1–4 1.92 (0.81) 0.57/0.05
Repeated letters systematically 51 1–4 1.73 (0.98) 1.12/0.06
Repeated letters regularly 51 1–4 1.61 (0.85) 1.12/0.80
Repeated letters with individual students 51 1–2 1.27 (0.45) 1.04/–0.95

The pace of letter instruction was assessed using the item “By the end of which month 
did you complete the first introduction of the letters?”, which was presented to all teach-
ers in December (scale: 0 = September to 3 = December, or “Have not introduced all 
letters yet”) and then given as a follow-up question in June to those teachers who first 
confirmed that they had not introduced all letters by December (scale: 0 = January to 
5 = June). The teachers’ answers to those two questions were combined into a continu-
ous variable where September was coded as 0 and the following months were coded con-
tinuously up to 9 (June). Descriptive statistics for this variable are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Distribution of classrooms across months  
on the “pace of letter instruction” variable.

Number of classrooms
September 1
October –
November 4
December 22
January 6
February 5
March 7
April 5
May –
June 1
Total 51

To determine whether the pace of letter instruction was associated with the frequen-
cies of other teaching practices, a series of correlational analyses were conducted using 
the SPSS 25 software. For the variables based on a continuous scale (“time to read”, 
“time to write” and “pace of letter instruction”), Pearson’s correlation was used. For 
the remaining variables, which were based on an ordinal scale, Spearman’s correlation 
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was used. Survey data from both time points (December and June) were used to 
detect any changes in these associations between the first and the second semester.

Results

Correlational analyses of the association between the pace of letter instruction and 
teaching practices were first performed for the data from the December question-
naire. The results were statistically significant in only one case: less time was spent on 
“worksheets” when the letters were introduced faster (r = .38, p = .01). By contrast, 
no significant correlations were found for the other five variables analysed for this 
time point: “time to read” (r = .03, p =.81), “time to write” (r = –.13, p = .37), “lev-
elled books” (r = –.03, p = .82), “reading sheets” (r = .20, p = .15) or “handwriting” 
(r = –.20, p =.16).

Then a corresponding analysis was performed based on the teachers’ responses 
to the June questionnaire. Here it was found that introducing the letters faster was 
statistically significantly associated with more “time to write” (r = –.32, p = .02), 
more use of “levelled books” (r = .33, p = .02) and less time spent on “worksheets” 
(r = –.36, p = .01) and on “handwriting” (r = .36, p = .01). By contrast, no signifi-
cant correlations were detected in June either for the two other variables measured 
at both time points: “time to read” (r = –.17, p = .24) and “reading sheets” (r = 
.10, p = .48). 

As mentioned above, the teachers were asked additional questions in June relat-
ing to their practices with regard to letter repetition and adapted instruction. Here, 
correlational analysis yielded significant results for “repeated letters with individual 
students” (r = .30, p = .03), but not for the two whole-class measures of “repeated 
letters systematically” (r = .16, p = .27) and “repeated letters regularly” (r = .07, 
p = .61), nor for “adapted instruction” (r = .08, p = .58). 

To sum up, it would appear that the pace of letter instruction was mainly associ-
ated with teaching practices in the second semester. Hence there would seem to be an 
ongoing shift towards more meaningful student activities throughout the academic 
year.

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to investigate whether a change to an instructional 
cornerstone, namely the shift to a faster pace of letter instruction, would have the 
potential to alter other teaching practices, and also whether this effect increased from 
the first to the second semester. A faster pace of letter instruction has proved to be 
positively associated with children’s literacy learning (Jones & Reutzel, 2012; Sunde 
et al., 2019), but it has not previously been explored whether introducing the letters 
faster is also associated with teaching practices at a more general level. Our hypoth-
eses were partially supported, as the main results showed weak associations with a 
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faster pace of letter instruction in the first semester and a stronger association in the 
second semester. Hence this study expands on previous findings by showing that the 
pace of letter instruction really does have the potential to alter teaching practices at 
a more general level.

Associations between the pace of letter instruction and other teaching 
practices in the first semester
The results for the first semester showed that the pace of letter instruction was statis-
tically significantly associated only with less time being spent on worksheets, mean-
ing that in classrooms where the letters are introduced at a faster pace, worksheets 
are used on a less regular basis. The reason why no other teaching practices were 
significantly correlated with the pace of letter instruction, may be that letter instruc-
tion was actually still ongoing in most classrooms throughout the first semester, or 
at least the lion’s share of it (only 5 out of 51 teachers had introduced all letters by 
November). However, it follows from the recommendations to introduce the letters 
at a faster pace that only 10–15 minutes should be devoted to introducing each new 
letter before the letters are used for meaningful literacy activities, such as student’s 
own reading and writing (Jones et al., 2013; Lundetræ & Uppstad, 2016). Tradition-
ally, as mentioned above, the introduction of a single letter was stretched out over a 
whole week. Our results for the first semester might indicate that the teachers who 
introduce more than one letter a week still rely on the old ways to some extent by 
taking more time than suggested to introduce a new letter. One effect of this would 
be that less time is freed up for meaningful reading and writing activities. At the same 
time, our results indicate that the pace of letter instruction is not associated with the 
time devoted to the practice of handwriting, meaning that teachers who introduce 
several letters a week do not increase the time spent on handwriting practice accord-
ingly; this, by contrast, is in line with recent recommendations (Jones et al., 2013; 
Lundetræ & Uppstad, 2016; Lundetræ & Walgermo, 2014).

It is also possible that the modest strength of our findings for the first semester is 
related to the novelty of the approach. In fact, more than half of the teachers who 
finished letter instruction by December reported that this was the first time they had 
introduced the letters so quickly. Concrete classroom experiences are an important 
source of teacher learning and a key driver of changes in teaching practices, which are 
unlikely to happen unless enough time is devoted to bringing them about (Desimone, 
2009; Putnam & Borko, 2000). Hence the teachers’ limited experience with this new 
approach might be an important factor to consider when interpreting the results for 
the first semester. 

The recommendations to the effect that the letters should be introduced faster 
tend to stress the importance of providing students with ample time to read and write 
in parallel with letter instruction (Jones et al., 2013; Lundetræ & Uppstad, 2016; 
Tønnessen & Uppstad, 2015). In this respect, our results for the first semester are in 
line with those of Håland et al. (2019), which suggest that teachers who introduce the 
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letters faster do not tend to increase the time available for students to read and write, 
although such an increase might be appropriate as a way to realise the potential for 
increased literacy learning that arises when the letters are introduced faster. Given 
that the students in classrooms where letter instruction was finished earlier gained 
access to a larger number of letters during the first semester, they would presumably 
have profited more from additional reading and writing time than the students in 
the slower classrooms would. An additional finding by Håland et al. (2019) was that 
several of the teachers who reported setting aside no time at all for students’ writ-
ing in the first semester explained that introducing more letters during that semes-
ter was time-consuming and so there had not been any time left for writing. This 
finding is contrary to the existing recommendations, and it lends further support to 
the above-mentioned explanation for the lack of significant relationships in the first 
semester: teachers’ own experiences exert an impact on the extent to which they 
incorporate all aspects of this, or any, new approach. 

Associations between the pace of letter instruction and other teaching 
practices in the second semester
When it came to the second semester, the pace of letter instruction was significantly 
associated with more time made available for students’ own writing, less time spent 
on worksheets and on handwriting practice, increased use of levelled books and more 
time devoted to repeating the letters with those students who needed more help after 
the first round of instruction. Taken together, these results provide support for our 
hypothesis that the effect of the pace of letter instruction in terms of a shift towards 
more meaningful literacy practices would be more clearly visible in the second semes-
ter. As the second semester progressed, more and more teachers completed letter 
instruction, freeing up time to be devoted to other teaching practices. However, how 
teachers choose to spend this time may vary a great deal.

Even though there is variation across classrooms in the amount of time provided 
for students’ reading, the pace of letter instruction does not seem to affect how much 
time teachers devote to this activity. This finding is somewhat surprising, given that 
the opportunity for more encounters with words through reading is emphasised as an 
advantage of introducing the letters faster (Lundetræ & Uppstad, 2016; Tønnessen 
& Uppstad, 2015). Here it is interesting to note that the pace of letter instruction 
was found to be associated with more time being devoted to students’ writing, and it 
would seem reasonable to expect the same pattern for reading. Traditionally, writing 
has tended to be underprivileged compared with reading at schools (Mo, Kopke, 
Hawkins, Troia, & Olinghouse, 2014), and this could be one reason why teachers 
who find that they have more time available will devote that time to writing. The 
benefits of providing first-graders with time to write are numerous, which is why it is 
encouraging that teachers who have introduced all the letters tend to give priority to 
making more time available for students’ writing. There are two main reasons for this: 
time spent writing is likely to exert a positive effect on students’ reading development 
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(Coker, Jennings, Farley-Ripple, Macarthur, & Graham, 2018; Frith, 1985; Graham 
& Hebert, 2011; Welsch, Sullivan, & Justice, 2003), and writing opens up for more 
meaningful use of literacy skills. 

Further, teachers who introduce more letters a week devote less time to worksheets 
and to handwriting practice. These findings are probably related to the finding that 
teachers who introduce the letters at a faster pace will allocate more time for stu-
dents’ writing. Previous research shows that tasks such as worksheet-based exercises 
and handwriting practice are used more in classrooms where the emphasis of literacy 
instruction is on teaching partial skills rather than on promoting meaningful literacy 
tasks (Lerkkanen et al., 2016; Stipek, 2004).

A further advantage of a faster pace of letter instruction which has been emphasised 
is that it offers opportunities for adapting instruction. Our results show that a faster 
pace of letter instruction is associated with more repetitions of the letters for those 
students who need them. This finding is encouraging, as children need multiple rep-
etitions to learn the letter–sound associations (Ehri, 2004; National Institute of Child 
Health and Human Development, 2000). In addition, teachers who introduce more 
letters a week also use levelled books more often, and such books represent an oppor-
tunity to adapt reading instruction to individual students’ skill level. Although our 
results cannot tell whether the teachers actually provided their students with books at 
the appropriate level, at least more extensive use of levelled books has the potential to 
provide students with reading material at the correct level of difficulty. Even though 
we found no significant correlation between the pace of letter instruction and the 
extent to which teachers explicitly said that they adapted literacy tasks to students’ 
skill level, the above-mentioned findings support our hypotheses to some extent. 

Strengths and limitations 
The present study has several strengths. First, the sample consists of teachers 
allocated to the untreated control group in a large randomised controlled trial, 
and their response rate was very high. Second, as the pace of letter instruction 
is studied in a natural setting, the teachers’ answers are not affected by the aim 
of the present study and it can be expected that the study has strong ecological 
validity. However, the present study also has some limitations. First, the data were 
collected using self- reports, which is a method with inherent uncertainty. Second 
– unlike, for example, classroom observations – the use of survey data does not 
permit any investigation of the quality of teaching. Third, the questionnaires were 
administered on only two occasions during the academic year. Although the teach-
ers were asked to base their answers on a typical week during the current semester, 
it is reasonable to assume that teachers allocate classroom time across teaching 
practices unevenly in the course of a semester. If their idea of a typical week was 
influenced, as would not be unexpected, by what they were doing in the classroom 
at the time of answering the questionnaire, this may have affected the accuracy of 
their answers. Fourth, we did not have information on the use of STL+ (spelling 
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or/and writing with audio support, using a tablet or a computer), which potentially 
could be associated with pace of letter instruction. Through audio support, and 
access to all the letters on the keyboard, the students might learn letter-sound 
associations prior to the formal introduction in class. There has been an increase 
in the use of STL+, in parallel to both the increasing number of tablets or/and 
computers in the lowest grades and that more teachers introduce more letters a 
week. Fifth, several teachers lacked previous experience with introducing the let-
ters at a faster pace and it is not unreasonable that there may have been differences 
between teachers depending on their experience with this practice. However, it 
would obviously have been difficult to find a group of highly experienced teachers 
when the shift to a faster pace of letter instruction is so recent.

Conclusions and implications
The findings from the present study make a contribution to the existing pool of 
knowledge about pace of letter instruction by showing that this practice has the 
potential to alter teaching practices at a more general level, in the direction of a more 
“meaningful” approach to literacy instruction. It is also clear that the associations 
between the pace of letter instruction and other teaching practices are much more 
obvious in the second semester than in the first one. This finding of weak initial 
associations suggests that there is still room for teachers to better exploit the oppor-
tunities created by introducing the letters at a faster pace. This, in turn, points to a 
need to provide teachers with appropriate support during the establishment phase of 
a new classroom practice. 

Future research should aim to broaden the methodological approach to these 
questions as well as investigating whether the pace of letter instruction affects addi-
tional aspects of literacy practices not included in the present study.
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