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Actual Disciplinary Knowledge, Perceived Disciplinary 
Knowledge, Teaching Experience and Teacher’s 
Training for Reading Instruction: A Study with 

Primary Portuguese and American Teachers
João Lopes*, Louise Spear-Swerling**, Célia Oliveira*, 

M. Gabriela Velasquez*, and Jamie Zibulsky***
*University of Minho, **Southern Connecticut University, ***Fairleigh University

Abstract
In this study, the relation between primary teachers’ actual disciplinary knowledge and teachers’ 
perceived disciplinary knowledge in three distinct areas of reading instruction (phonics, fluency/
vocabulary/comprehension, and assessment/intervention), as well as the relation between teachers’ 
experience and teachers’ background with these variables is investigated. Participants include Portuguese 
primary teachers (n = 390) and American primary teachers (n = 390). Results show that the American 
teachers outperform the Portuguese teachers in almost every item in analysis. Canonical correlation and 
commonality analysis show that actual disciplinary knowledge and perceived disciplinary knowledge 
are relatively independent constructs. Regression analyses show that actual knowledge predicts a small 
but significant amount of the variance in perceived knowledge. Knowledge about phonics instruction 
is by far the best unique predictor of teachers’ perceived knowledge. The hypothesis of miscalibration 
(the “unskilled-and-unaware effect”) between actual knowledge and perceived knowledge in the less 
knowledgeable teachers was also explored. However, results do not suggest such an effect in our 
participants. Results also show that there are significant differences between Portuguese and American 
teachers, mainly in the area of knowledge about assessment/intervention.

Keywords: Reading instruction; knowledge; perceived knowledge; miscalibration.

Resumo
Neste estudo investiga-se a relação entre conhecimento real e conhecimento percebido de professores 
do 1.º ciclo do ensino básico em três áreas distintas do ensino da leitura (ensino fónico, fluência/
vocabulário/compreensão e avaliação/intervenção), bem como a relação da formação e experiência 
dos professores com estas variáveis. Participaram no estudo 390 professores Portugueses e 
390 professores Americanos. Os resultados revelam que os professores americanos superam os 
professores portugueses em quase todas as variáveis em análise. A análise das correlações canónicas 
e a análise das comunalidades mostra que o conhecimento disciplinar e a percepção de conhecimento 
disciplinar são constructos relativamente independentes. As análises de regressão mostram que o 
conhecimento disciplinar prediz uma pequena mas significativa porção da variância do conhecimento 
percebido, constituindo o conhecimento acerca do ensino fónico claramente o melhor preditor. Foi 
também explorada a hipótese da falta de calibração (o efeito “incompetente-e-inconsciente do facto”) 
entre conhecimento e conhecimento percebido nos professores com menor nível de conhecimento. 
Os resultados, porém, não sugerem tal efeito nos nossos participantes. Os resultados mostram ainda a 
existência de diferenças significativas entre os professores Portugueses e Americanos, principalmente 
nos conhecimentos acerca de avaliação/intervenção.

Palavras-chave: Ensino da leitura; conhecimento; conhecimento percebido; falta de calibração.
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Introduction

There is a growing consen-
sus that effective reading instruc-
tion is a key element of reading 
achievement (Carreker, Joshi, & 
Boulware-Gooden, 2010; Cun-
ningham, Zibulsky, & Callahan, 
2009) and for the prevention 
and remediation of reading fail-
ure (González-Valenzuela, Mar-
tín-Ruiz, & Delgado-Ríos, 2012; 
OECD, 2009). The International 
Reading Association (IRA, 2003, 
2007), for instance, states that 
six basic elements should be in-
cluded in teacher education pro-
grams: foundation in research and 
theory, word-level instructional 
strategies, text-level comprehen-
sion strategies, reading-writing 
connections, instructional ap-
proaches, and materials and as-
sessment strategies. The Inter-
national Dyslexia Association 
(IDA) (Moats et al., 2010) also 
stresses the importance of effec-
tive reading, and that instruction 
must encompass the structure of 
language, including phonology, 
orthography, morphology, syntax 
and semantics, as well as strate-
gies that emphasize planning, or-
ganization, and self-management.

Researchers have found that 
primary teachers frequently do 
not seem to receive informed ed-
ucation about effective reading 
practices and that reading special-
ists and special education teach-
ers are no more informed than 
general education teachers about 

specific strategies to deal with 
struggling readers (Moats et al., 
2010; Joshi et al., 2009). Others 
(e.g., Jenkins, Fuchs, & van de 
Broek, 2003; Moats, 2009; NRP, 
2000) have stressed that teachers’ 
knowledge about print structure, 
phonemic awareness and phon-
ics instruction, reading fluency 
instruction, vocabulary instruc-
tion and reading comprehension 
instruction is critical for reading 
success, especially in students 
at risk for reading difficulties. 
Still others stress that knowledge 
about phonics or even spelling 
instruction may be much more 
critical in countries with incon-
sistent orthographies, like Eng-
lish (Seymour et al., 2003). How-
ever, to our knowledge, there are 
no cross-cultural studies about 
teachers reading knowledge in 
countries with consistent (e.g., 
Portuguese, Spanish) and less 
consistent (e.g., English) orthog-
raphies. Therefore we are not sure 
whether they show differential 
knowledge about different read-
ing features (e.g., phonics, vocab-
ulary, fluency, comprehension) or 
whether their knowledge should 
have specificities.

The relation between teach-
ers’ disciplinary knowledge and 
students’ progress does not seem 
straightforward, however. Some 
authors suggest that this relation 
is complex and that teachers may 
not always directly apply their dis-
ciplinary knowledge when teach-
ing reading (e.g. Carlisle, Correnti, 
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Phelps, & Zeng, 2009). Further-
more, many factors influence stu-
dents’ reading achievement be-
sides teacher knowledge, including 
choices of instructional methods, 
availability of resources, and home 
influences on literacy (Finn & 
Kanstoroom, 2001).

Anyway, teachers do not seem 
to be receiving or to be using 
much of the available research-
based disciplinary knowledge 
(Spear-Swerling, 2007), in part 
because pre-service and in-serv-
ice teacher education programs do 
not seem to be effectively dissem-
inating this information (EACEA, 
2011; Walsh, Glaser, & Dunne-
Wilcox, 2006). Furthermore, 
teachers sometimes seem to over-
estimate their actual knowledge 
about reading (Bos, Mather, Dick-
son, Podhajski, & Chard, 2001; 
Perry, Stanovich, & Stanovich, 
2004).

Investigations of the miscal-
ibration between people’s per-
ceived knowledge and their ac-
tual knowledge, as well as the 
potential consequences of this 
miscalibration, have been receiv-
ing increasing interest and have 
been conducted within the criti-
cal thinking literature (e.g., Lewis 
& Smith, 1993; Sternberg, 1986; 
Washburn, Joshi, & Binks-Can-
trell, 2011; Willingham, 2007). 
The miscalibration phenomenon 
was formerly conceptualized by 
Kruger and Dunning (1999, 2002) 
and became known as the Dun-
ning-Kruger effect (or the “un-

skilled-and-unaware effect”). It has 
also received other names like il-
lusory superiority, above average 
effect, superiority bias, etc. This 
framework suggests that (a) suc-
cess and satisfaction in many life 
domains depend on knowledge and 
on an accurate perception of our 
own limitations, (b) people sig-
nificantly vary on how well they 
succeed in applying their knowl-
edge and wisdom in life domains 
and, most importantly, (c) people 
who are incompetent in a specific 
life domain tend to overestimate 
their knowledge and skill and that 
they lack the metacognitive skills 
to be aware of it (Dunning, 2011; 
Kruger & Dunning, 1999).

Some authors challenge the 
idea of miscalibration. Ackerman, 
Beier and Bowen (2002), for in-
stance, state that results from cor-
relational studies involving mis-
calibration research show a 
different picture from experimen-
tal research, and that individuals 
are usually accurate about their 
skills and knowledge. Also, Krajc 
and Ortmann (2008) contend that 
flawed self-assessments originate 
from biased information rather 
than from biased judgments, and 
that Dunning and Kruger gener-
ally sampled students who were 
naïve about the knowledge re-
quired to perform the experimen-
tal tasks. Therefore, they could not 
make accurate judgments about 
that knowledge.

Although this paradigm has 
been tested with a number of popu-
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lations, to our knowledge it has not 
yet been addressed with teachers 
in the area of reading instruction 
(who may or may not receive spe-
cific feedback about their perform-
ance). Nevertheless, in the last ten 
years, several studies in the area of 
reading instruction have examined 
teachers’ disciplinary knowledge 
and teachers’ perceived knowledge 
(e.g., Spear-Swerling, Brucker, & 
Alfano, 2005; Walsh et al., 2006). 
Cunningham et al. (2004) found 
that their subjects were able to ac-
curately calibrate their knowledge 
in the area of children’s literature 
but not in the domains of phoneme 
awareness and phonics. More inter-
esting, they found that less experi-
enced and less credentialed teach-
ers perceived themselves as more 
knowledgeable than more experi-
enced teachers.

Some researchers (e.g., Finn & 
Kanstoroom, 2001; Walsh et al., 
2006) suggest that the miscalibra-
tion of teachers’ perceived knowl-
edge and teachers’ disciplinary 
knowledge, may have to do with 
the fact that teacher training in the 
area of reading instruction is often 
not approached scientifically. In 
one of the most important studies 
about elementary teachers’ educa-
tion schools in the USA, Walsh et 
al. (2006) concluded that “most 
education schools are not teach-
ing the science of reading” (p. 22), 
that “much of current reading in-
struction is incompatible with sci-
ence” (p. 29), and that “teacher 
educators portray the science of 

reading instruction as an approach 
that is no more valid than others” 
(p. 30). If undergraduate teach-
ers are not receiving appropriate 
instruction, one can hardly ex-
pect them to be able to calibrate 
their perceived knowledge with 
the needed disciplinary knowledge 
(Applegate & Applegate, 2004; 
Binks-Cantrell, Washburn, Joshi, 
& Hougen, 2012).

Knowledge calibration is im-
portant because people are more 
likely to engage in specific ac-
tions and to be more self-deter-
mined when they are aware of 
their limited knowledge in a spe-
cific area (Cunningham et al., 
2009; Deci & Ryan, 2008). This 
may have important implications 
in the area of reading instruction 
because teachers who erroneously 
believe to have a thorough knowl-
edge of reading instruction may 
not seek out or be receptive to 
further professional development 
in reading.

The present study

We compared actual discipli-
nary knowledge and perceived dis-
ciplinary knowledge in a group of 
American and in a group of Por-
tuguese primary teachers, in rela-
tion to their experience and prep-
aration. Teachers’ disciplinary 
knowledge and teachers’ perceived 
knowledge in several domains of 
reading instruction (e.g., phonics, 
vocabulary knowledge) were ex-
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amined. The main questions of the 
study are:
1. Do Portuguese and American 

teachers differ in perceived 
knowledge and in disciplinary 
knowledge?

2. Do teachers’ experience, teach-
ers’ training and teachers’ dis-
ciplinary knowledge predict 
teachers’ perceived knowledge?

3. Do less knowledgeable teach-
ers show an overly optimistic 
perspective about their knowl-
edge when compared with more 
knowledgeable teachers?

Method

Participants

Three hundred and ninety Por-
tuguese and 390 American primary 
teachers participated in this study. 
Portuguese participants come from 
a stratified sample of an initial 
pool of 2,461 teachers that volun-
teered to the study. This sample is 
representative of eight regions of 
the country (North coast, North 
interior, Center, Lisbon and Tejo 
Valley, Alentejo, Algarve, and At-
lantic Islands). American teachers 
come from three different states 
(Connecticut, n = 97; Colorado, 
n = 46; and New Jersey, n = 181). 
All teachers were individually con-
tacted by the researchers and all 
volunteered to participate. Both in 
Portugal and in the USA it is ex-
pected that primary teachers are 

aware of the reading features that 
must be taught along the primary 
school years (e.g., decoding, flu-
ency, comprehension). Demo-
graphic information about partici-
pants is displayed in Table 1.

Data show that the Portu-
guese teachers have more expe-
rience than the American teach-
ers, U = –14.75, p < .001, r = –.02, 
but their training level is lower, 
U = –13.45, p < .001, r = –.02. The 
small effect sizes suggest that dif-
ferences between these samples 
are not practically significant. Par-
ticipants are teaching first grade 
(25%), second grade (20%), third 
grade (23%) and fourth grade stu-
dents (32%).

Measures

Teachers’ Knowledge Survey 
(TKS)

The original English version 
of the TKS was modeled after 
the multiple-choice section of a 
teacher licensure exam used in sev-
eral U. S. states, the Foundations 
of Reading Test (FRT), published 
by Evaluation Systems Group of 
Pearson. The FRT employs items 
that assess knowledge about all 
five components of reading – pho-
nemic awareness, phonics, fluency, 
vocabulary, and comprehension – 
as well as assessment. Altogether 
there were 52 multiple-choice 
items in the English version of the 
study survey, with about one-third 
of items assessing basic content 
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Table 1
Demographic Information about Participants

Portuguese 
teachers

American
teachers TOTAL %

N 390 390 780
Gender

Male  49  50  99 12.69
Female 341 340 681 87.31

Teaching Experience*
(years)

M = 19
(DP = 9.86)

M = 7.7
(DP = 9.34)

Low experience (0-5)  31 211 242 31.80
Regular experience (6-15) 139 100 239 31.40
Fair experience (16-25)  98  33 131 17.20
High experience (+25) 122  27 149 19.60

Teacher’s training
Bachelor  31   7  38  4.87
Licensure 302 230 532 68.21
Master  55 151 206 26.41
Beyond Master   2   2   4   .51

Note- M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation.
* Number of years as a primary teacher.

knowledge about reading, and the 
remaining two-thirds assessing ap-
plication of content knowledge. 
Each item had a stem and 4 mul-
tiple-choice options, along with a 
fifth alternative, “I don’t know.” 
All questions had only one correct 
answer. A more detailed descrip-
tion of the TKS, including sample 
items, can be found in Spear-Swer-
ling and Cheesman (2012).

The 52 items can be grouped 
in three clusters: Phonemic Aware-
ness/Phonics (PA/PHO) (23 items), 
(Cronbach’s α = .60 for the Ameri-
can version of the questionnaire; 

.70 for the Portuguese version); 
Fluency, Vocabulary, and Com-
prehension (FLU/VOC/COMP), 
(20 items) (α = .69 and .85 respec-
tively), and Assessment/Interven-
tion (ASSI), (9 items), (α = .75).

Teachers’ Self-Rating Scale 
(TSRS)

For the self-ratings, partici-
pants were asked to evaluate their 
own knowledge in different areas 
on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 was 
defined as “very limited knowl-
edge,” 3 as a “moderate level of 
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knowledge,” and 5 as a “very high 
level of knowledge.” There were 
13 ratings areas in total. These in-
cluded self-ratings of knowledge 
for teaching the five components 
of reading (phonemic awareness, 
phonics, fluency, vocabulary, com-
prehension), as well as knowledge 
about other areas important to pro-
viding effective reading instruc-
tion (e.g., norm-referenced testing, 
building children’s motivation to 
read, interventions for struggling 
readers in general).

For both the American and the 
Portuguese version of the scale 
(α = .93), items can be clustered 
in “Perceived knowledge about 
Phonemic Awareness/Phonics,” 
(α = .86) “Perceived knowledge 
about Fluency/Vocabulary/Com-
prehension” (α = .88), and “Per-
ceived knowledge about Assess-
ment/Intervention” (α = .68).

Procedure

The American participants 
were recruited from both univer-
sity settings, involving graduate-
level classes in teacher education 
programs, and public school set-
tings. They received paper-and-
pencil versions of the study meas-
ures, administered in groups, with 
supervision from a research assist-
ant or one of the investigators. All 
measures were administered in a 
single session that took approxi-
mately one hour to seventy-five 
minutes. Participants completed 
the self-ratings, along with a ques-

tionnaire that elicited information 
about their teaching experience 
and educational background, prior 
to taking the Teacher Knowledge 
Survey. Portuguese participants 
filled online versions of all the 
questionnaires in a Survey Mon-
key platform. Every questionnaire 
should be completely filled so that 
the next questionnaire could be ac-
cessed. The filling time was elec-
tronically recorded for every par-
ticipant. Participants spent about 
one-hour filling the question-
naires.

Results

Teachers’ knowledge and 
teachers’ perceived knowledge

Table 2 shows a descriptive 
statistics of the results in the TKS 
and in the TSRS, and the variance 
ratio.

Differences were found be-
tween countries for all features of 
disciplinary knowledge. Notably 
the only difference in perceived 
knowledge involves PKASSI, 
with Portuguese teachers perceiv-
ing themselves as more knowl-
edgeable than American teachers 
about assessment and interven-
tion, t (778) = –12.63, p < .001, 
r = .26. Paradoxically, this is by 
far the area of disciplinary knowl-
edge (KASSI) where Portuguese 
teachers perform worst and where 
differences between the two coun-
tries, favoring American teachers, 
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Table 2
Teachers’ Knowledge and Teachers’ Perceived Knowledge

American
teachers

Portuguese
teachers

PKPA

M 3.41 3.32
SD (1.22) (0.81)
t 1.282
p .200

VR** 2.27

PKFVC

M 3.51 3.62
SD (1.15) (0.70)
t –1.623
p .105

VR** 2.70

PKASSI

M 2.58 3.37
SD (1.00) (0.70)
t –12.628
p .001***

VR** 2.00

PKnow. Total

M 3.30 3.47
SD (1.11) (.68)
t –2.464
p .014

VR** 2.66

KPA

M 54.43 43.44
SD (19.48) (14.40)
t 8.94
p .001***

VR** 1.82

KFVC

M 59.35 44.80
SD (15.82) (17.30)
t 12.23
p .001***

VR** .87

KASSI

M 46.15 15.40
SD (19.34) (12.45)
t 26.28
p .001***

VR** 1.68

Know. Total

M 53.04 34.55
SD (15.92) (11.70)
t 18.46
p .001***

VR** 1.80
Note. **p < .01 ***; p < .001;
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PKPA: Perceived Knowledge about Phonemic Awareness and Phonics; PKFVC: Perceived Knowl-
edge about Fluency, Vocabulary, Comprehension; PKASSI: Perceived Knowledge about Assessment 
and Intervention; KPA: Knowledge about Phonemic Awareness and Phonics; KFVC: Knowledge 
about Fluency, Vocabulary, Comprehension; KASSI: Knowledge about Assessment and Interven-
tion;
Perceived knowledge: Min - 1, Max - 5; Knowledge: Min - 0, Max - 100 (percent corrects)
* VR: Variance Ratio. With the exception of KFVC , variances are unequal. Since inequality is most 
likely when sample size is large, Hartley’s FMax was computed. The fact that the variance ratio for 
every factor is < 3 indicates that groups’ variances are homogenous.

are large, t (778) = 26.28, p < .001, 
r = .46.

Relations between teachers’ 
knowledge, teachers’ training, 
teachers’ experience and 
teachers’ perceived knowledge

To study the relations between 
(a) teachers’ knowledge, teach-
ers’ training and teachers’ experi-
ence, and (b) teachers’ perceived 
knowledge, a canonical correla-
tion analysis was conducted. For 
this analysis both samples (Portu-
guese and American teachers) are 
considered altogether. The three 
knowledge variables, the degree 
(level) of teacher training, and the 
years of experience, were used as 
predictors, and the three perceived 
knowledge features as criterion 
variables, to evaluate the multivar-
iate shared relationship between 
the two variable sets (i.e., Knowl-
edge/Degree/Experience and Per-
ceived Knowledge). The analy-
sis yielded three functions with 
squared canonical correlations of 

.163, .119, and .007 for each suc-
cessive function. Collectively, the 
full model across all functions 
was statistically significant us-
ing the Wilks’s λ = .731 criterion, 
χ2(15) = 242.470, p < .001. Be-
cause Wilks’s λ represents the var-
iance unexplained by the model, 
1 – λ yields the full model effect 
size in an r2 metric. Thus, for the 
set of three canonical functions, 
the r2 type effect size is .269, 
which indicates that the full model 
explains about 27% of the vari-
ance shared between the variable 
sets.

The dimension reduction anal-
ysis shows that the full model 
(Functions 1 to 3) is statistically 
significant, and that Function 2 to 
3 is also statistically significant, 
c2(8) = 104.372, p < .001. Func-
tion 3 does not explain a statisti-
cally significant amount of shared 
variance between the variable sets, 
c2(3) = 5.999, n.s. Table 3 presents 
only the standardized canonical 
function coefficients and struc-
ture coefficients for the statistically 
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Table 3
Canonical Correlation Results

Full Model 
Evaluation

Origin of the Effect
Predictor Set Criterion Set

Wilks’s λ Raw Canonical Coefficients Raw Canonical Coefficients
Function 1 Function 2 Function 1 Function 2 Function 1 Function 2

.731 .874 T.Train  .168 –.455 PKPA   .196 –.889
YrsExper –.307 –.349 PKFVC   .056 –.261
KPA –.028 –.038 PKASSI –1.154  .313
KFVC –.022 –.009

X2 KASSI –.045
Function 1 Function 2
242.470 104.372 Std. Canonical Coefficients Std. Canonical Coefficients

Function 1 Function 2 Function 1  Function 2
df T.Train   .089 –.242 PKPA   .202 –.914

Function 1 Function 2 YrsExper  –.250 –.285 PKFVC   .053 –.247
15 8 KPA  –. 516  –.690 PKASSI –1.088  .295

KFVC  –.404 –.045
KASSI –1.178 –.243

Rc Structure Coefficients Structure Coefficients
Function 1 Function 2 Function 1 Function 2 Function 1 Function 2

.404 .346 T.Train –.018  .587 PKPA –.675  .734
YrsExper –.597 –.026 PKFVC –.676  .383
KPA –.519  .712 PKASSI  .968 –.326
KFVC –.244  .606

Rc
2 KASSI –.317  .852

Function 1 Function 2 Squared Structure Coefficients Squared Structure Coefficients
.163 .119 Function 1 Function 2 Function 1 Function 2

T.Train .067 .203 PKPA .034 .949
YrsExper .187 .088 PKFVC .106 .545
KPA .012 .801 PKASSI .937 .063
KFVC .012 .487
KASSI .526 .389

Note. Wilks’s Λ, χ2, and df noted as Function 1 are the statistics associated with Canonical Func-
tions 1–2 (the full model). Wilks’s Λ, χ2, and df noted as Function 2 are the statistics associated with 
Canonical Function 2 in isolation. Std. = Standardized.
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significant functions (Functions 1 
and 2).

Function 1 coefficients show 
that perceived knowledge of as-
s e s smen t  and  in t e rven t ion 
(PKASSI) is the most relevant cri-
terion variable. This conclusion is 
supported by the squared structure 
coefficients. This variable also has 
by far the largest canonical func-
tion coefficient. The low structure 
coefficients and moderate to high 
standard coefficients of KPA sug-
gest that this variable serves as a 
suppressor in the canonical effect. 
Also, the low standardized func-
tion coefficient, alongside a mod-
erate to high structure coefficient 
of KFVC, indicates that this vari-
able contributes little unique vari-
ance to the canonical effect and 
that much of the variable’s contri-
bution is also explained by another 
variable or variables.

Moving to Function 2, the co-
efficients in Table 3 suggest that 
all the criterion variables are rel-
evant for this function. Looking at 
the structure coefficients for the 
entire function it was found that 
all three knowledge variables are 
strongly positively related to PKPA 
and to PKFVC.

Given the results of the canoni-
cal correlation analysis, a regres-
sion commonality analysis was 
conducted to further explore the 
unique and the common contribu-
tion of the predictors to teachers’ 
perceived knowledge. For our anal-
ysis we used KPA, KFVC, KASSI, 
Teacher Training (T. Train), and the 

Years of Experience (YrsExper) as 
predictors, and a composite meas-
ure of Teachers’ Perceived Knowl-
edge as a criterion (PKPA + PK-
FVC + PKASSI). Since the use 
of five predictors makes the pro-
cedure complex, because of the 
number of coefficients and equa-
tions (2k-1, where k is the number 
of predictor variables) involved, 
we adopted the suggestion of Ni-
mon (2010) and we have computed 
results using two separate sets of 
related predictor variables: teach-
ers’ training and years of experi-
ence on one set and knowledge 
related variables (KPA, KFVC, 
KASSI) on another set. Results are 
shown in Tables 4 and 5.

Do less knowledgeable teachers 
show an overly optimistic 
perspective about their 
knowledge (the “unskilled and 
unaware effect”)?

To answer this research ques-
tion, we organized the data in a 
similar way to classical studies in 
this area (e.g., Krajc & Ortmann, 
2008; Kruger & Dunning, 1999). 
First, participants were grouped in 
quartiles (bottom, 2nd, 3rd and top) 
according to their performance in 
the TKS (Teachers’ Knowledge 
Survey) (predictor variable). Every 
teacher’s quartile in the TKS was 
then compared to his/her quartile 
in the TSRS (Teachers’ Self-Rat-
ing Scale) (criterion variable) to 
check whether the teacher’s actual 
knowledge and the teacher’s per-



 JOÃO LOPES, LOUISE SPEAR-SWERLING, CÉLIA OLIVEIRA, 
56 M. GABRIELA VELASQUEZ, AND JAMIE ZIBULSKY

Revista de Psicodidáctica, 2014, 19(1), 45-65

Table 4
Regression Results and Commonality Coefficients

Predictor(x) R R2 R2
adj β P rs Unique Common Total % de R2 (r2

s)

.33 .11 .11
KPA  .32 <.001 .74 .050  .01 .06 49.95
KFVC  .14  .010 .28 .007  .02 .03  7.01
KASSI –.26 <.001 .59 .035 –.04 .00 32.25
Note. Unique = x’s unique effect. Common = Σ x’s common effects. Total = Unique +Common.

Table 5
Regression Results and Commonality Coefficients

Predictor(x) R R2 R2
adj β P rs Unique Common Total % de R2 (r2

s)

.20 .04 .04
T.Train .05 .18 .24 .00 .00 .00  5.81
YrsExper. .19 <.001 .92 .03 .00 .03  85.01
Note. Unique = x’s unique effect. Common = Σ x’s common effects. Total = Unique + Common.

ceived knowledge match or mis-
match, and to check how strong 
the mismatch is, if any. Since the 
results of the Portuguese and of 
the American teachers on the TKS 
are significantly different, we ex-
amined both the aggregate and the 
disaggregated results of both sam-
ples.

Results for misclassifica-
tion only are shown is Graphs 1 
and 2. Graph 1 shows how teach-
ers (American and Portuguese), 
divided by quartiles of perform-
ance in the TKS, (mis)classified 
themselves in the TSRS. Graph 2 
exhibits the same information for 
American and Portuguese teach-
ers separately. The crosstabulation 

of the teachers’ performance in the 
TSK and in the TSRS shows that 
both bottom and top performers in 
the TSK, more accurately classify 
their own knowledge than teach-
ers in the 2nd and in the 3rd quartile. 
This is true for both Portuguese 
and American teachers.

Discussion

First, we must note that results 
show that American teachers sig-
nificantly outperform Portuguese 
teachers in every feature of disci-
plinary knowledge. However, ef-
fect sizes for KPA (r = .09) and 
for KFVC (r = .14) are small. The 
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only meaningful effect size is for 
KASSI (r = .46). At the same time, 
results show that the perceived dis-
ciplinary knowledge is identical 
for PKPA and for KFVC, but not 
for PKASSI (though with a small 
effect size, r = .17). In this case, 
the Portuguese teachers perceive 
themselves as more competent 
than the American teachers. As we 
previously stated this finding is 
somewhat paradoxical since this 
(KASSI) is the domain where the 
Portuguese teachers perform the 
worst. Accountability for students’ 
progress is however much recent 
in Portugal and eventually teachers 
do not yet feel the need to system-
atically assess and intervene with 
underachievers (Lopes, 2012).

Even if the results of Ameri-
can and Portuguese teachers reflect 
actual between- groups’ differ-
ences in knowledge, the interpre-
tation of such differences is not 
straightforward. On the one hand, 

some of the knowledge required to 
perform well on the TKS is more 
likely taught in teacher education 
programs in the USA than in Por-
tugal, a country where the “sci-
ence of reading” literature is not 
yet widely known (Lopes, 2010). 
On the other hand, some of the 
knowledge required by the TKS 
—most notably knowledge related 
to phonics— may be critical for 
the teaching of reading in an in-
consistent, deep orthography like 
English, but not necessarily in an 
intermediate depth orthography 
like Portuguese (Sucena, Castro, & 
Seymour, 2009). This argument is 
controversial, however. Some au-
thors (e.g., Seymour et al., 2003) 
claim that European Portuguese is 
closer to inconsistent European or-
thographies like English, French 
or Danish, than to relatively shal-
low orthographies like Finish, Ital-
ian or Spanish; others (e.g., Sucena 
et al., 2009) believe that there are a 
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Graph 1. Misclassification - All teachers. Graph 2.  Misclassification - American vs 
Portuguese teachers.
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number of linguistic features sug-
gesting that the European Portu-
guese is an orthography of inter-
mediate depth.

The underperformance of the 
Portuguese teachers in the TKS 
may also have to do with the fact 
that a significant number of these 
teachers have high experience (i.e., 
they are older). A number of them 
may therefore be less familiar with 
some of the concepts (e.g., phone-
mic awareness) approached in the 
questionnaire. Rather, their greater 
experience can make them feel 
more confident in their knowledge, 
thus explaining their higher results 
in the TSRS.

Also noteworthy are the strik-
ing differences in KASSI between 
American and Portuguese teach-
ers. Indeed Portuguese teachers’ 
performance on this subscale (18% 
success) is extremely poor even 
when compared to their own per-
formance on the other subscales. 
Since knowledge about the “science 
of reading” is not yet systematically 
taught in Portugal, we anticipated 
some problems with the subscale 
of KPA and with some items of 
KFVC, but not particularly with the 
items of KASSI. We can speculate 
that because the notion of account-
ability for students’ results is most 
recent in the Portuguese educa-
tional system, teachers still lack the 
knowledge to assess and to monitor 
students’ progress and difficulties 
within the classroom context.

It was also our purpose to in-
vestigate the relation between 

teachers’ perceived knowledge and 
teachers’ disciplinary knowledge. 
The canonical correlation analy-
sis (CCA) and the commonality 
analysis showed that actual knowl-
edge and perceived knowledge are 
relatively independent factors. The 
analysis also showed that there is 
much common variance shared by 
knowledge related variables (KPA, 
KFVC and KASSI) in the predic-
tion of global perceived knowl-
edge, and that there are suppres-
sion effects between variables. 
Although these results are simi-
lar to those found by others (e.g., 
Binks-Cantrell et al., 2012; Wash-
burn et al., 2011), the large overlap 
between KPA, KFVC and KASSI, 
suggests that these variables rep-
resent one single factor. It seems 
therefore meaningless to explain 
the predictive value of any specific 
knowledge variables. Anyway, re-
gression results show that teach-
ers’ knowledge is a significant 
predictor of teachers’ perceived 
knowledge (better than teachers’ 
experience and much better than 
teachers’ training). Yet, still other 
factors may account for the gap 
between knowledge and perceived 
knowledge. Eventually primary 
teachers seldom receive feedback 
about their knowledge (McCutchen 
et al., 2002) and they may also not 
be fully aware of reading instruc-
tion requirements (Lopes, 2010; 
NRP, 2000).

The results from our study also 
show that teachers’ initial training 
does not predict teachers’ perceived 
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knowledge, but years of teaching 
experience do. Taking into account 
that our subjects’ age ranges from 
23 to 57, we must acknowledge 
that much has changed in teachers’ 
certification level along three dec-
ades (Walsh et al., 2006; European 
Commission, 2010). Yet it may be 
that even if our older participants 
hold lower academic degrees than 
their younger counterparts, this 
doesn’t necessarily suggest lower 
academic qualifications. As Car-
lisle et al., (2009) stress, “…mas-
ter’s degree programs vary widely 
in the content and formats for 
learning about reading, so that at-
tainment of this degree does not 
signal acquisition of a particular 
kind or depth of knowledge about 
early reading” (p. 475). This may 
partly explain why teachers’ train-
ing does not predict teachers’ per-
ceived knowledge.

The fact that older participants 
are more confident about their 
knowledge suggests that teachers’ 
experience is positively involved 
in teachers’ perceived knowledge 
and also in teachers’ self-efficacy 
(Alderman & Nix, 1997). This re-
lation is not straightforward, how-
ever. Klassen and Chiu (2010), 
for instance, found that teachers’ 
experience showed nonlinear re-
lationships with self-efficacy, in-
creasing from early career to mid-
career, and then falling afterwards. 
There is anyway a good deal of 
agreement on the effect of teach-
ers’ experience on teachers’ self-
confidence, teachers’ self-efficacy 

and teachers’ perceived knowledge 
(e.g., Egyed & Short, 2006; Spear-
Swerling et al., 2005). Our results 
seem to moderately confirm this 
effect.

Finally, it was our purpose to 
investigate whether less knowl-
edgeable teachers are overly opti-
mistic about their knowledge when 
compared with more knowledge-
able teachers (the unskilled-and-
unaware effect). Our results do 
not suggest an unskilled-and-una-
ware effect or overconfidence ef-
fect (Arkes, Christensen, Lai, & 
Blumer, 1987; Brenner, Koehler, 
Liberman, & Tversky, 1996; Grif-
fin & Varey, 1996). Indeed our bot-
tom and our top knowledge teach-
ers are the most accurate classifiers 
of their own knowledge (2nd and 
3rd quartile teachers are by far less 
accurate).

Critics of the overconfidence 
effect (e.g., Krajc & Ortmann, 
2008) have stressed that there 
might be significant differences 
between person oriented-tasks, 
general knowledge tasks and skill 
oriented-tasks (such as those used 
in our study), and Krajc, Ortmann, 
and Ryvkin (2009) showed, in a 
series of experiments, that infor-
mation improves calibration, es-
pecially of the unskilled subjects. 
In studies like ours, where partici-
pants are supposed to have a good 
knowledge of the subject about 
which they are being asked, the 
miscalibration is therefore unlikely. 
Also, Burson, Larrick, and Klay-
man (2006) state that the degree 
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of overconfidence relates to task 
difficulty. The authors found re-
sults similar to those of Kruger and 
Dunning (1999) for easier tasks, 
but not for more difficult tasks.

Unfortunately in our study it 
was not possible to manipulate the 
perceived task difficulty by revers-
ing the order of the questionnaires. 
That would eventually make par-
ticipants perceive the task as 
more difficult than they formerly 
thought, and ultimately grown 
to be less optimistic about their 
knowledge. This is anyway a hy-
pothesis to be tested in future stud-
ies.

Overall our results suggest that 
research about the miscalibration 
hypothesis in specific populations 
like primary teachers is encourag-
ing. However there’s still much to 
understand about the relation be-
tween knowledge and perceived 
knowledge and, most of all, about 
how to determine “how much is 
too much” in miscalibration. The 
advance of research in this area 
will enable teachers, schools, and 
even the large educational system, 
to fill the teaching gap and enhance 
reading instruction, the most ba-
sic skill for academic achievement 
(NRP, 2000).
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