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Read by Nine or Fall Behind:
Alaska’s Students Are Set up to Fail
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E.¢ly in 2020, mgmmmmmmmgmwmhgmﬂ was announced again to address the third-
grade literacy crisis facing Alaskan children. Year after year, the problem has been discussed and legislation with viable solutions proposed—
iy to go nowhere. Finally, in 2020, the ember caught fire. The proposed reforms resulted in 15 committee hearings in both legislative bodies
over less than two-and-a-half months, That's rapid-fire action for the legislature,



But then in March, COVID-19 appeared on the scene, legislators scuttled
nearly every other legislative priority except those directly responding to
the pandemic, then jumped on planes for home. Now it seems that this
important policy has almost been forgotten. It is imperative that this issue
is resurrected, so that Alaska's children are taught to read, particularly as
they catch-up from an extremely unconventional year due to the pandemic.

By the end of third grade, students must make the transition from learning
to read to reading to learn. If they don't, evidence
(https://www.ncsl.org/research/education/pre-kindergarten-third-grade-
literacy,aspx) shows that they will struggle with doing their coursework
going forward. Each year, as the grade level demands go up, students who
are not proficient readers tend to fall further behind and become outsiders
inside the classroom. In fact, by fourth grade, if students are not proficient
readers, half of the curriculum (https:/www.ncsl.org/research/education/pre-kindergarten-third-grade-literacy.aspx) at higher grade levels will
be incomprehensible to them. Additionally, studies (http://www aecf org/m/resourcedoc/AECF-Early_ Warning_Full Report-2010.pdf) have

found that 88 percent of students who fail to complete high school were students who struggled to read in third grade.

Statistics (hitps://nces ed.gov/nationsreporicard/subject/publications/stt2019/pdf/2020014AK4.pdf) for literacy among Alaska's children are

dismal, and most likely worse after months of unconventional or even nonexistent learning. Unfortunately, no standardized tests have been
administered in 2020, so we don't know how students are currently faring. We do know, however, that as of 2019, Alaska had arguably the worst
student outcomes in the nation in the fundamental task of teaching children to read by the all-important age of nine.

The most recent pational test results (https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/subject/publications/stt2019/pdf/2020014AK4.0df) published in
October 2019 showed Alaska lagging dramatically behind in fourth-grade reading. Alaska's public schools scored 51st (dead last

(https://alaskapolicyforum.org/2019/12/mississippi-alaska-reading/)) in fourth-grade reading for both upper-and-middle-income and low-
income students, behind every other state and the District of Columbia. In fact, Alaskan students have been ranked in the bottom 10 states

{https./fwww nationsreporicard. gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/AK?
cli=PgTah ScoreComparisons&chort=18sub=MAT &sj=AK_fs=Gradegst=MN&year=2019R38sg=Gender%3A+Male+vs. +Femalebsgy=Differencefit

in fourth-grade reading scores for over a decade.

While some have made arguments that these scores don't tell the whole story, Alaska Palicy Forum

has addressed those concerns multiple times. We have addressed myths The sunjlim'l is t[]
(hitps:/alaskapolicyforum.ora/2020/03/top-10-myths-and-misconceptions-surrounding-senate-bill-6-
the-alaska-reads-act/) and considered some of the gther arguments make SlllE that ﬂ“

(http:#/alaskapolicyforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2019-APF-Read-by-9-Policy-Brief.pdf) regarding '

poor scores, including pre-K programs, diversity, rural vs. urban schools, and K-12 spending. 0[ AIaSka_ s swdents
However, Alaska's children aren't learning to read at the level they need by age nine, regardless of al'e leammg tn mad
where in the state they are located, how much money is being spent on them, or if they are a minority. S

The solution, then, is to make sure that all of Alaska's students are learning to read proficiently by age plﬂ[lﬂleﬂﬂv hv ﬂ!lB

nine. nlne.

Other states that historically performed poorly have implemented their own early literacy reforms,

with resounding success. MQM(MWMMQWpMMQLL for example, went from one of the
worst performing states in the country in 2013 to third in the nation for low-income fourth-grade reading scores in 2019. Florida, which
p'oneered reading reforms that required more intensive literacy interventions, ranked 28" in low-income fourth-grade reading scores in 2003. By

2009, the state had jumped to first in the U.S. and has stayed there for the past decade.

Rather than reinvent the wheel, Alaska can simply adopt the reading model pioneered by Florida and used with success by many other states,
including Mississippi. This would include a multi-faceted early childhood literacy program that strongly incentivizes identification of, and targets
intervention for, poor readers as early as kindergarten, and focuses on staff training in science-based reading instruction. K-3 reforms which

i. .lement programs similar to Florida's will address a major problem facing Alaska's students and give them a chance to succeed.
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