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(a) A rehabilitation, liquidation, or conservation of a health 
m aintenance organization is considered to be a rehabilitation, liquidation, or 
conservation of an insurer, and  shall be conducted under AS 21.78. The 
director m ay apply to the superior court for an order directing the 
rehabilitation, liquidation, or conservation of a health  m aintenance 
organization upon one or m ore of the grounds contained in AS 21.78.040, 
21.78.050, or 21.78.060, or if, in the director's opinion, the continued operation 
of the organization w ould be hazardous to either enrollees or to the people of 
the state.

(b) Enrollees of a health  m aintenance organization have the sam e 
priority  in the event of liquidation or rehabilitation as AS 21.78 provides to 
policyholders of an insurer. A claim m ade by a health care provider in a 
liquidation or rehabilitation that pertains to services provided to an enrollee, 
has the sam e priority  as an enrollee if the provider agrees not to assert the 
claim against an enrollee and if any paym ent fully discharges the obligation of 
the enrollee.

Sec. 21.86.220. Regulations.
The com m issioner of health and  social services m ay ad o p t regulations 
necessary to carry ou t the com m issioner's duties under this chapter. The 
director m ay adopt regulations necessary to carry out the director's duties 
under this chapter.

Sec. 21.86.230. Fees.
(a) A health m aintenance organization shall pay fees to the director as 

provided under AS 21.06.250.
(b) A health  m aintenance organization shall pay  to the com m issioner 

of health and social services fees, as established in regulations adopted by the 
com m issioner of health  and  social services, that relate to the regulatory 
functions perform ed by that departm ent under this chapter.

Sec. 21.86.240. Taxation.
A health m aintenance organization is taxed as provided under AS 
21.09.210(b)(1), and shall file the report required of an authorized insurer 
under AS 21.09.210(a).

Sec. 21.86.250. Penalties and  enforcement.
(a) Instead of, or in addition to, suspending or revoking a certificate of 

authority , the director may, in an order issued under AS 21.86.200, im pose an 
adm inistrative penalty  in an am ount not less than $1,000 nor m ore than 
$25,000 for each violation of an applicable provision of this chapter or a 
regulation adopted  under this chapter.

(b) The director m ay issue an order directing a health m aintenance 
organization or a person representing a health m aintenance organization to 
stop engaging in an act or practice that is in violation of this chapter or a 
regulation adopted under this chapter. W ithin five days after service of a stop
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order under this subsection, the respondent m ay request, in w riting, a hearing 
on the question of w hether the act or practice has occurred in violation of this 
chapter or a regulation adopted  by the director. The hearing shall commence 
w ithin 10 days after the w ritten  request for the hearing has been received by 
the director unless the respondent requests that the hearing take place at a 
later date and the director agrees to the later hearing date.

Sec. 21.86.260. S tatutory construction and relationship to o ther law.
(a) Except as provided in AS 21.36, AS 21.42, AS 21.54, AS 21.56 and in 

this chapter, this title does not apply  to a health  m aintenance organization 
that obtains a certificate of authority  under this chapter. This subsection does 
no t apply  to an insurer licensed under AS 21.09 or a hospital or medical 
service corporation licensed under AS 21.87 except w ith respect to its health 
m aintenance organization activities au thorized  by and regulated under this 
chapter.

(b) Solicitation of enrollees by a health  m aintenance organization that 
has obtained a certificate of authority  or by its licensed agents or authorized 
em ployee representatives, m ay not be construed to violate a law of this state 
relating to solicitation or advertising by health care professionals.

(c) A health m aintenance organization that obtains a certificate of 
au thority  under this chapter is not considered to be practicing medicine, and 
is exem pt from a law  of this state relating to the practice of medicine.
H ow ever, this subsection does not exem pt a health care provider from a 
licensing requirem ent, o r from another law of this state regarding providers.

Sec. 21.86.270. Filings and reports as public docum ents.
Except for inform ation described in AS 21.86.100(b)(3) and except for trade 
secrets, privileged, confidential com m ercial, or financial inform ation as 
determ ined by the director, all applications, filings, and reports required 
u n d er this chapter, including annual financial statem ents that are required 
u nder AS 21.86.080, are public docum ents.

Sec. 21.86.280. Confidentiality of m edical inform ation.
Data o r inform ation pertain ing  to the diagnosis, treatm ent, or health of an 
enrollee or applicant that is obtained from that person, or from a provider, by 
a health  m aintenance organization shall be held in confidence and m ay not 
be disclosed except (1) to the extent necessary to carry out the purposes of this 
chapter; (2) upon the express consent of the enrollee or applicant; (3) under a 
sta tu te  or court o rder for the production of evidence or discovery; or (4) in the 
event of a claim or litigation betw een the person and the health m aintenance 
organization regard ing  w hich the data or inform ation is relevant. A health 
m aintenance organization may claim a statu to ry  privilege against disclosure 
that the provider w ho furnished the inform ation to the health m aintenance 
organization is entitled to claim.
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Sec. 21.86.290. C ontract authority  for com m issioner of health and social 
services.
In carrying out duties u n d er this chapter, the com m issioner of health and  
social services m ay contract w ith qualified persons to m ake recom m endations 
concerning the determ inations required to be m ade by the com m issioner. 
Recomm endations m ade by a contractor may be accepted in full or in part by 
the com m issioner of health  and social services.

Sec. 21.86.300. A cquisition of control or m erger of a health m aintenance 
organization.

(a) A person m ay not acquire control of the voting securities of a 
dom estic health  m aintenance organization, if, after the consum m ation of the 
transaction, that person w ould, directly or indirectly, or by conversion or by 
exercise of any right to acquire, be in control of the health m aintenance 
organization, o r enter into an agreem ent to m erge or consolidate w ith, or 
otherw ise to acquire control of, a health m aintenance organization.

(b) Subsection (a) of this section does not apply  to a person w ho at the 
time the offer, request, or invitation is m ade or the agreem ent is entered into, 
or before the acquisition of the securities if no offer or agreem ent is involved, 
has filed w ith the d irector and has sent to the health m aintenance 
organization, inform ation required by AS 21.22 and the offer, request, 
invitation, agreem ent, or acquisition has been approved by the director. 
Approval by the director under this subsection is governed by AS 21.22.

(c) In this section
(1) "acquire control of " m eans to m ake a tender for, m ake a request or 

invitation for tenders of, enter into an agreem ent to exchange securities for, 
or acquire in the open m arket or otherwise;

(2) "domestic" m eans formed under the laws of this state.

Sec. 21.86.310. Dual choice.
(a) An em ployer in this state, w hether public or private, that offers its 

em ployees a health benefit plan and em ploys 25 or m ore em ployees during  
any week of the calendar year, and an em ployee benefit fund in this state that 
offers its m em bers any form of health benefit, shall make available to its 
em ployees or m em bers the option to enroll in at least one health 
m aintenance organization, holding a valid certificate of authority , that 
provides health care services in the geographic areas in which substantial 
num bers of the em ployees or m em bers reside. If em ployees of the em ployer 
are m em bers of a collective bargaining unit, the option of enrollm ent in a 
health m aintenance organization shall first be subm itted to the bargaining 
representative of the bargaining unit. If the option is approved by the 
bargaining representative, the option of enrollm ent shall then be m ade to 
each represented em ployee.

(b) An em ployer in this state is not required to pay more for em ployee 
health benefits as a result of the application of this section than would be 
required if this section did not apply to the employer. If an em ployee chooses
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enro llm ent in a health  m aintenance organization, the em ployer is required 
to pay, on behalf of that em ployee, only an am ount equal to the lesser of

(1) the am ount that w ould have to be paid to an insurer on behalf of its 
em ployees for substantially  sim ilar health benefits; or

(2) the health  m aintenance organization 's charge for coverage that is 
approved  by the director under AS 21.86.070.

(c) This section does not apply to an em ployer w hose em ployees or 
m em bers reside in an area w here health care services are not provided by a 
h ea lth  m ain tenance organization.

Sec. 21.86.900. Definitions.
In this chapter,

(1) "affiliation period" m eans a period of time under a contract w ith a 
h ealth  m ain tenance organization

(A) that m ust expire before coverage becomes effective;
(B) du ring  w hich the health m aintenance organization is not required 

to p rov ide  health  care services or benefits; and
(C) for w hich no prem ium  is charged to the participant or beneficiary 

for coverage during  the period;
(2) "agent" m eans a person w ho is appointed by a health m aintenance 

organ ization  and  w ho engages in solicitation of m em bership in the 
organization; "agent" does not include a person enrolling health 
m aintenance organization m em bers on behalf of an em ployer, a union, or 
o ther organization to w hom  a m aster subscriber contract has been issued, or 
an em ployee, w ho is not an independent contractor, of the health 
m ain tenance organization;

(3) "basic health care services" m eans emergency care, inpatient 
hospital and physician care, and outpatient medical services, bu t does not 
include m ental health services or services for alcohol or d rug  abuse;

(4) "beneficiary" has the m eaning given in AS 21.54.500;
(5) "enrollee" m eans an individual w ho is enrolled in a health 

m ain tenance organization;
(6) "enrollm ent date" has the m eaning given in AS 21.54.500;
(7) "evidence of coverage" m eans a certificate, agreem ent, or contract 

issued to an enrollee, setting out the coverage to which the enrollee is 
en titled ;

(8) "group market" has the m eaning given in AS 21.54.500;
(9) "health care services" m eans services for medical or dental care, or 

hospitalization, or services incident to the furnishing of that care or 
hospitalization, and includes services for the purpose of preventing, 
alleviating, curing, or healing hum an illness, injury, or physical disability;

(10) "health m aintenance organization" m eans a person that 
undertakes to provide or arrange for basic health care services to enrollees on 
a prepaid  basis;

(11) "health status factor" has the m eaning given in AS 21.54.500;
(12) "participant" has the m eaning given in AS 21.54.500;
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(13) "person" has the m eaning given in AS 01.10.060 and includes a 
jo in t ven tu re ;

(14) "preexisting condition exclusion" has the m eaning given in AS 
21.54.500;

(15) "provider" m eans a physician, hospital, or o ther person licensed or 
o therw ise au thorized  in this state to furnish health care services;

(16) "uncovered expenditures" m eans the costs of health  care services 
that are covered by  a health  m aintenance organization, bu t for w hich an 
enrollee w ould also be liable if the organization became insolvent.

(17) "w aiting period" has the m eaning given in AS 21.54.500.
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January 12,1998

Senator Davt Donley 
State Capitol 
Juneau, A K  99801

Dear Senator Donley:

On behalf o f Alaska's chiropractic community, I  want to thank you for introducing 
Senate B ill 197. ,

A s you know, SB  197 makes three important changes to current law:

• Clarifies guidelines (jn access to chiropractic care by allowing patients direct 
\  access to a chiropractor, o f  their choice and does not require prior consent of a

medical doctor or registered nurse;

• Prohibits H M O s from having “gag orders which prohibit physicians from 
discussing alternative treatment options; and

• Requires H M Os to clearly identify treatments that may be denied a patieni 
which will minimize confusion about treatments that are not covered.

As evidenced by thousands of patieni signatures on petitions in support o f  SB  197 and 
letters submitted under separate cover by Alaska's chiropractic community, this 
legislation is widely supported throughout Alaska.

On behalf o f Alaskans throughout the state who value the benefits o f chiropractic and 
Alaska's chiropractic community, thank you for your leadership and support on this 
issue.

Sincerely,

Dr. R . H. Banks 
President
Alaska Chiropractic Society



Providence Health System in Alaska 
Position Points Regarding 

Senate Bill No. 197

The proposed legislative language in Senate Bill Number 197 to limit and/or control 
selected activities of Health Maintenance Organizations raises several issues:

1. Section 21.86.075 which mandates the provision of chiropractic health care 
services and limits the HMO’s ability to select which providers to include in its 
contracting panel and define a process upon which services are approved will 
result in increased health care costs.

2. AS 21.86.150 (g)(4) which prohibits an HMO from offering financial 
incentives for denying or delaying health care services, needs to be clarified to 
specify clinical protocols for groups of individuals may be appropriate, but care 
cannot be denied or delayed on an individual basis.

I. OVERVIEW

A. Chiropractic Services

1. We are not giving testimony today regarding the appropriateness or 
inappropriateness of mandating chiropractic coverage by HMOs.

2. However, we are very concerned that to limit a Health Plan’s ability to (a) 
define the benefit coverage it will offer, (b) select, which providers will be 
included in its network, and (c) implement utilization management and referral 
authorization procedures will only lead to increased health care costs.

3. For good or bad, managed care organizations have dramatically reduced health 
care expenditures in this country. In 1996, health care inflation was only 1.9 
percent, down from double digit inflation just a few years ago.

4. Managed care organizations have been able to do this through a variety of 
means such as (a) price competition - promise volume for discounts, (b) benefit 
design to encourage health and appropriate utilization, (c) utilization 
management, and (d) referral authorization based upon predefined clinical 
protocols.

5. By beginning the erosion of the basic elements that have helped HMOs control 
the dramatic rise in health care costs will only lead to renewed health care 
inflation.



6. Currently, the market provides people with a choice. They can select an 
insurance plan that provides them with open access to all providers and 
benefits or they can choose a managed care plan with its related limitations. 
The primary difference is usually cost.

7. If the legislature mandates to the market that HMOs must be more similar to 
traditional indemnity plans, the only thing we will accomplish is that there is no 
choice in the market and we will all pay the higher price of choice.

B. Physician Compensation

1. The proposed legislative language that states that an HMO may not permit 
“financial incentives to be given or offered to a provider for denying or 
delaying health care services” needs to be clarified.

2. There are multiple methodologies used across the country to reimburse 
physicians based upon their ability to standardize care and as a group 
determine what is the best pathway for delivering clinical services. Such as 
capitation, risk pools, shadow capitation, etc.

/ 3. This language could be misconstrued to say th~. a group of physicians could 
not develop and implement clinical protocols for the delivery of health carc 
services to a defined group of people.

A. And, without a mechanism to reimburse physicians for this level of creativity*
J and problem solving, HMOs and other organizations may lose their ability to 

include physicians in defining clinical protocols.

5. Clinical protocols allow physicians to come to agreement regarding how 
clinical services should be provided given a certain set of conditions.

6. This methodology has helped dramatically to reduce the variation in clinical 
practices and also helped to reduce health care costs.

7. Stark II legislation clearly addresses the issue of you have outlined here 
regarding physician compensation for denying or delaying health care services. 
The federal government’s position is that care may NOT be denied or delayed 
to an individual. However, physicians may define clinical protocol regarding 
how they will deliver care to groups of people and insurance companies can 
reimburse them for this level of participation in solving the problem of health 
care inflation.
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8. We encourage that the House bill number 197 not be passed without 
eliminating or at least clarifying this language as discussed.



Cynthia S. Dodge, Ph.D. 
Licensed Clinical Psychologist 

2550 Denali St., Suite 1506 
Anchorage, AK 99503 

907/566-1J19

Senator Gary Wilken
Chair Senate Health & Social Services Committee 
State Capital 
Juneau, AK

Dear Senator WiJkcn:

[ am writing to you regarding SB 197, which relates to health care provided by health 
maintenance organizations. Requirements around informing enrollees of their HMO's 
benefits, limitations and procedures, as well as prohibiting limits on the free speech of 
health care providers, are important steps toward protecting consumer rights.

As the legislative advocate for the Alaska Psychological Association (AKPA), I want to 
comment on section 2 of SB 197, which lays out the process that HMO's must adhere to 
with regard to chiropractic services. This type of "freedom of choice" for the consumer is 
also a step in the right direction. Psychologists and psychological associates are 
particularly concerned that patients be allowed to continue to develop relationships with 
providers upon whom they rely and trust. The patient's ability to freely choose any 
licensed psychologist or psychological associate to assess and treat their menial 
health/substance abuse issues is critical for reasons of trust, confidentiality and treatment 
success. Thus, we would appreciate the opportunity to add language which includes our 
concerns for ensuring quality of care.

The Alaska Psychological Association thanks you for your efforts regarding this bill.

Sincerely,

Cynthia S. Dodge Ph.D.
Licensed Psychologist
State Advocate for the Alaska Psychological Association
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NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF SOCIAL WORKERS 
ALASKA CHAPTER

A L A S K A  C H A P T E R

318 4th Street, Juneau AK 99801 
586-4438 Fax:586-4439 

naswak@alaska.net

January 19, 1998

Senator Gary Wilkin, Chair
Health Education and Social Services Committee
Alaska Senate
State Capitol
Juneau AK 99801

Re: SB 197

Dear Senator Wilkin:

The National Association of Social Workers Alaska Chapter is watching with interest SB 197, 
legislation to regulate some of the services and practices of HMO’s doing business in Alaska. We 
believe that the State of Alaska should prepare for the inevitable, and begin the process o f regulating 
managed care health systems.

NASW is very interested in protecting the role of professional social work services in any Alaskan 
managed care system. Social work has long been a recognized profession in Alaska, with social 
workers employed in public and private health and mental health care agencies, and in private clinical 
practice. Nationally, professional social workers provide 50% of all mental health services, and do so 
at reasonable cost to the consumer. We are interested in exploring the option of including social 
workers and social work services in legislation protecting specific provider groups operating in 
HMO’s.

I have written to Senator Donley requesting a meeting to discuss possible language that could be 
included as an addition to Section 2 of the bill. I’d like to discuss the issue with you further during an 
appointment I’ve made with you on Tuesday, January 20 at 3:00pm.

Thank you for your attention to this matter, and for your work on behalf of health care consumers in 
Alaska.

Sincerely,

Angela M. Salerno, Executive Director 
NASW Alaska Chapter

mailto:naswak@alaska.net


Alaska Physical 
Therapy Assocjatiori

PO Box 140351 Anchorage, AK 99514-0351 
907-566-3749 (voice) 907-274-7897 (fax)

To: The Honorable Dave Donley From : Kathy Volz, PT, President, AkPTA

Fax: 907-465-6595 Pages: 1

Phone: Date: Januaiy20,1998

Re: Senate Bill No. 197 CC: Senator Gary Wilkin, Sharon Macklin

x Urgent □  For Review □  Please Comment □  Please Reply □  Please Recycle

Dear Senator Donley,

I have recently been informed of the content of Senate Bill 197 and felt compelled to 
respond. I would like to thank you for your efforts to protect the rights of free speech 
of health care providers serving enrollees in a health muintenanco organization as 
well as the rights of the enrollees themselves. As the President of the Alaska 
Chapter of the American Physical Therapy Association, representing over 180 
licensed health caro professionals in the state of Alaska, I would urge you to please 
allow us an opportunity to participate in this piece of legislation.

Health care is an issue affecting each and every citizen in the state and legislation 
affecting health caro regulation should fully reflect this by promoting equity and 
inclusion of health care providers. I ask that you consider adding a  provision to 
Senate Bill 197 allowing licensed physical therapists to participate in a  manner 
similar to the licensed chiropractors.

Thank you for your serious consideration of this m ost important issuo.

K. thy Volz, MS, MPT.PT 

President, AkPTA
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January 20.1998

The Honorable Oave Donley 
Alaska Slaio Legislature 
state CspSol, (Mo 3'00) Room 204 
Juneau, AK SS501-1*>«J2

Re. SB 197 Chiropractic Care By HMO

Dear Senator Donley,

As the committee on Health Education and Social Services considers amending state statutes on
health maintenance organizations to Include chiropractic services, the Alaska Nurse Practitioner
Association (ANPA) strongly urges that the Committee amend the proposed language to Include
Advanced Mures Practitioners.

Rationale:

• Advanced nurse practitioners (ANPs) are certified and recognized by the Stats of Alaska as 
providers of primary health cane services.

•  Currently. ANPs in independent private practice are serving the Alaskan public in a variety of renal 
and urban settings.

e Studies show nurse practitioners provide comprehensive, high quality, cost-effective and health 
effective care.

•  Neglecting to include ANPs in legislation by intent or accident (eaves them vuineraDie to 
exclusion by HMDs. An exampk already exists In the private sector. The Alaska Physician 
Network was established for the em} jyees of Providence Hospital as part of a coordinated care 
option. Independent ANPs are not reoognlzed by the Providence plan and ©nrolice^may new only 
seek care with their preferred nurse practitioner at considerable financial cosT

We fool H Is of the utmost Importance to have ANPs Included In bills such as 8B 1S7. o n j/  by 
specifically Including nuree practitionere will our patients be assured of continued-acco5S_toJheirneatth 
caro provider of choice. Only by this type of recognition which you as legislators can provide will the 
people of Alaska continue have choices In their health care.

We appreciate your attention In this matterand look forward to working with you.

Sincerely, ------— • ---------- • -

Lynn Harte, MBN. ANP 
ANPA Legislative Representative

cc. Senator Tim Kelly 
Senator Gary Wilkon
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Fax T ra n sm itta l

TO: Sheila Paterson

FAX NUM BER: 907 465-4714

FROM: Janet Oates, Director of Marketing &
Government/Community Relations

PHONE: 907 261-4946 FAX NUMBER: ^  261-3048

DATE: 1/19/98

RE: SB 197

NUMBER OF PAGES: 4
Attached is a copy of the testimony we were anxiously waiting to present to the Committee on Friday 
morning from the Anchorage LIO. I had asked Quinn McKenna, our Providence Administrator for 
Managed Care and Alliances in Alaska to speak. But as you know, due to a communication failure, he 
was not able to address the Committee.

Both Quinn and I will be out of state on Wednesday. If SB 300 is put ori the schedule then, please be 
sure to contact Quinn who will ready to testify by phone from our corporate offices in Seattle. His 
number will be 206 464-3355. If SB 300 is put on the Friday, Jan. 23 schedule, Quinn will be in Anchor­
age and able to testify from here. His office number here is 261 -3134.

3200 Providence Drive P.O. Box 99519-6604 Anchorage, Alaska 99519-6604 Tel. 907.562-2211 FAX 907.261-3048



Providence Health System in Alaska 
Position Points Regarding 

Senate Bill No. 197

The proposed legislative language in Senate Bill Number 197 to limit and/or control 
selected activities of Health Maintenance Organizations raises several issues:

1. Section 21.86.075 which mandates the provision of chiropractic health care 
services and limits the HMO’s ability to select which providers to include in its 
contracting panel and define a process upon which services are approved will 
result in increased health care costs.

2. AS 21.86.150 (g)(4) which prohibits an HMO from offering financial 
incentives for denying or delaying health care services, needs to be clarified to 
specify clinical protocols for groups of individuals may be appropriate, but care 
cannot be denied or delayed on an individual basis.

II SPECIFIC RESPONSES

A. Chiropractic Sendees

1. We are not giving testimony today regarding the appropriateness or 
inappropriateness of mandating chiropractic coverage by HMOs

2. However, we are very concerned that to limit a Health Plan’s ability to (a) 
define the benefit coverage it will offer, (b) select which providers will be 
included in its network, and (c) implement utilization management and referral 
authorization procedures will only lead to increased health care costs.

3. For good or bad, managed care organizations have dramatically reduced health 
care expenditures in this country. In 1996, health care inflation was only 1 9 
percent, down from double digit inflation just a few years ago.

4. Managed care organizations have been able to do this through a variety of 
means such as (a) price competition - promise volume for discounts, (b) benefit 
design to encourage health and appropriate utilization, (c) utilization 
management, and (d) referral authorization based upon predefined clinical 
protocols.

5. By beginning the erosion of the basic elements that have helped HMOs control 
the dramatic rise in health care costs will only lead to renewed health care 
inflation.

I. OVERVIEW



6. Currently, the market provides people with a choice. They can select an 
insurance plan that provides them with open access to all providers and 
benefits or they can choose a managed care plan with its related limitations. 
The primary difference is usually cost.

7. If the legislature mandates to the market that HMOs must be more similar to 
traditional indemnity plans, the only thing we will accomplish is that there is no 
choice in the market and we will all pay the higher price of choice.

B. Physician Compensation

1. The proposed legislative language that states that an HMO may not permit 
“financial incentives to be given or offered to a provider for denying or 
delaying health care services” needs to be clarified.

2. There are multiple methodologies used across the country to reimburse 
physicians based upon their ability to standardize care and as a group 
determine what is the best pathway for delivering clinical services. Such as 
capitation, risk pools, shadow capitation, etc.

3. This language could be misconstrued to say that a group of physicians could 
not develop and implement clinical protocols for the delivery of health care 
services to a defined group of people.

4. And, without a mechanism to reimburse physicians for this level of creativity 
and problem solving, HMOs and other organizations may lose their ability to 
include physicians in defining clinical protocols.

5. Clinical protocols allow physicians to come to agreement regarding how 
clinical services should be provided given a certain set of conditions.

6. This methodology has helped dramatically to reduce the variation in clinical 
practices and also helped to reduce health care costs.

7. Stark II legislation clearly addresses the issue of you have outlined hero 
regarding physician compensation for denying or delaying health care services 
The federal government’s position is that carc may NOT be denied or delayed 
to an individual. However, physicians may define clinical protocol regarding 
how they will deliver carc to groups of people and insurance companies can 
reimburse them for this level of participation in solving the problem of health 
care inflation.



8. vVe encourage that the House bill number 197 not be passed without 
eliminating or at least clarifying this language as discussed.
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School D istrict Costs - There will be significant costs to the school districts in Alaska to conduct two new levels of testing 
related to students in grades 1, 2, and 3 and to establish an alternative instructional program in language arts. Statewide 
costs for districts to implement the testing provisions of this bill range from $996.3 to $4,353.0. Costs related to establishing 
an alternative instructional program in language arts for each district cannot be estimated at this time. Without additional 
funding for school districts to implement the provisions of CSSSSB 203(HES), this will be an unfunded mandate. The 
total school district costs across the state cannot be determined at this time and is represented by an asterisk.____________
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STATE OF ALASKA Bill No. CSSSSB 203(HES)
Language Education
1998 Legislative Session

Additional Analysis
This legislation seeks to ensure that all public school elementary students receive adequate 
language arts education, requires school districts to adopt a balanced approach to language arts 
instruction, and encourages elementary schools to begin preparing students for the high school 
graduation examination. Mandatory testing o f all students in second and third grades is required 
annually using a nationally normed test. Testing in the first grade is optional. Additional, 
individual diagnostic testing is required for students who test in the lowest 25% of the nationally 
normed test. For elementary schools in which a student in a grade tests at or below the 25Ih 
percentile rank, an alternative instructional program in language arts shall be established.

The Department o f Education shall provide the names of one group administered and one 
individually administered nationally normed test. Providing multiple test options would result in 
data that could not be compared across districts throughout the state.

There are significant costs to school districts io implement the provisions o f CSSSSB 203(HES). 
Without additional funding, school districts will face an unfunded mandate to provide two new 
levels o f testing for students in grades 1,2, and 3, and to establish an alternative instructional 
program in language arts for any student testing at or below the 25lh percentile rank.

The Department estimates the costs to school districts to implement the provision o f CSSSSB 
203(HES) to range from S996.3 to 54,353.0. These estimates are based on the following 
assumptions:
• 10,000 children in each of the following grades: 1st, 2nd, and 3rd
• Costs reflect testing all children in all grades. While the bill mandates annual testing o f 2nd 

and 3rd grade students only, school districts may choose to test all 1st grade students.
• Costs reflect testing all students, in all three grades using group-administered tests and

individualized tests for the annual testing, using qualified personnel. School districts may
use either method, according to this bill.

• Costs reflect conducting individualized tests for 25% of students in grades 1, 2, and 3, who 
score at or below the 25th percentile rank, using qualified personnel. This number would 
conservatively total 7,500.

If all school districts used a group administered test for the initial annual testing and used an 
individualized test for 25% of the students who scored at or below the 25th percentile rank, the 
cost is estimated to be $996.3.

If all school districts used an individualized test for the initial annual testing and used an 
individualized test for 25% of the students who scored at or below the 25lh percentile rank, the 
cost is S4,353.0.

Estimated costs fo r  the establishment o f  alternative instructional programs in language arts 
have not been included in this fisca l note, as insufficient information is available.
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E x p e n d itu re s /R e v e n u e s : (Thousands of Dollars)
OPERATING EXPENDITURES FY99 FY00 FY01 FY02 FY03 FY04
PERSONAL SERVICES 150.0 150.0 150.0 150.0 150.0 150.0
TRAVEL 15.0 15.0 15.0 15.0 15.0 15.0
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EQUIPMENT 9.0 9.0 9.0 9.0 9.0 9.0
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MISCELLANEOUS
TOTAL OPERATING 1127.0 1127.0 1127.0 1127.0 1127.0 1127.01

-
CAPITAL EXPENDITURES 0 0 0 0 0 0

CHANGES IN REVENUES

FUNDING:_______________________________________________(Thousands of Dollars)
1002 Federal Receipts
1003 GF Match
1004 GF
1005 GF/Prcigram Receipts 
Other:

0 0 0 0 0 0

0 0 0 0 0 0

1127.0 1127.0 1127.0 1127.0 1127.0 1127.0

TOTAL 1127.0 1127.0 1127.0 1127.0 1127.0 1127.0

Estimate o f current year (FY98) cost: $ $0

POSITIONS:
FULL-TIME
PART-TIME
TEMPORARY

CVJ

ANALYSIS: (Attach a separate page if necessary)

Please see attached analysis of estimated costs.
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STATE OF ALASKA
Language Education
1998 Legislative Session

Bill No. SSSB 203

Additional Analysis
This legislation seeks to ensure that all public school elementary students receive adequate 
language instruction. Mandatory testing o f all students in first, second, and third grades is 
required annually. Additional diagnostic testing is required for students who test at or below the 
25th percentile rank. For elementary schools in which a majority of students in a grade test at or 
below the 25th percentile rank for three consecutive years, intensive systematic phonics and 
spelling instruction must be included in the curriculum of the school.

This fiscal note represents funding necessary to implement, administer and maintain two levels 
o f  testing at the state and local levels; compilation, analysis and reporting of test information; and 
assistance for schools required to implement a new language education curriculum, as a result o f 
testing data.

This request will fund staff necessary to:
• Provide technical assistance and training for teachers and school staff related to the 

administration of tests
• Provide technical assistance and training for teachers, school staff, parents, and community 

members to better help our young children to be successful readers
• Identify and disseminate information and models on promising practices, standards-based 

reading instruction and assessment, and program development. The teaching o f phonics is 
embedded in these activities.

• Compile, analyze and report on school and statewide test data, as related to all requirements 
of SSSB 203

Funding included in this fiscal note represents the following:

Personal Services — $150.0
This will provide funding for a full-time Education Specialist II, Range 21, to provide training 
and technical assistance to teaching staff in school districts across the state. This position will be 
responsible for ensuring that a language education curriculum is developed and implemented, 
when necessary and will ensure that staff are trained to teach the components o f this curriculum, 
including phonics, in the context o f a total reading program. This staff person will prepare 
school and statewide reports related to the testing data that is gathered.

This funding will also provide funding for a full-time Research Analyst IH to compile and 
analyze statewide testing data and prepare statistical reports and information for schools and for 
public dissemination.

Travel - S I5.0
This funding will allow department staff to provide direct training and technical assistance to 
school districts in matters relating to language education curriculum development and 
implementation and test administration.
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STATE OF ALASKA
Language Education
1998 Legislative Session

Bill No. SSSB 203

Contractual - $792.0
This will provide basic scoring services for the standardized tests; funding for school district staff 
training and administration o f individual diagnostic tests; contractual costs related to researching 
and disseminating information and model language education programs, and general costs for 
phone, fax, copier and printing.

Supplies — $161.0
These funds will be used to purchase necessary testing materials (booklets, directions, examiner 
kits); office supplies and educational materials, as needed to compile, analyze, and report on 
testing data.

Equipment -  $9.0
These funds will be used to purchase the necessary computer and office equipment for the new 
staff positions and ongoing upgrade and replacement costs.
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Revision Date:____________________________________________Dept. Affected: EDUCATION_______________________
Title: Literacy Restoration Act___________________ _BR U: Teaching and Learning Support_______
________________________________________________________ Component: Quality Schools_______________________'
Sponsor: Senator Taylor
Requester: Senate HES COMPONENT SERIAL N O ._________________  2147

F I S C A L  N O T E
STATE OF ALASKA BILL NO. SB 203
1998 LEGISLATIVE SESSION

Expenditures/Revenues:_______________________________ (Thousands of Dollars)
OPERATING EXPENDITURES FY99 [_ FY00 FY01 FY02 FY03 FY04
PERSONAL SERVICES 75.0 75.0 75.0 75.0 75.0 75.0
TRAVEL 15.0 15.0 15.0 15.0 15.0 15.0
CONTRACTUAL 150.0 150.0 150.0 150.0 150.0 150.0
SUPPLIES 5.0 5.0 5.0 5.0 5.0 5.0
EQUIPMENT 5.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 5.0 0.0
LAND & STRUCTURES
GRANTS, CLAIMS
MISCELLANEOUS
TOTAL OPERATING 250.0 245.0 245.0 245.0 250.0 245.0

CAPITAL EXPENDITURES 0 0 0 0 0 0

CHANGES IN REVENUES

FUNDING:_____________________   (Thousands of Dollars)
1002 Federal Receipts
1003 GF Match
1004 GF
1005 GF/Program Receipts 
Other:

0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 0

250.0 245.0 245.0 245.0 250.0 245.0

TOTAL 250.0 245.0 245.0 245.0 250.0 245.0

Estimate o f current year (FY98) cost: $ 

POSITIONS:
FULL-TIME
PART-TIME
TEMPORARY

1

ANALYSIS: (Attach a separate page if necessary)

This legislation requires that phonics be taught in kindergarten through third grades in the public school system. Research 
favors a balanced approach to the teaching of reading. The department strongly supports this balanced approach. In the 
context of a total reading program, phonics is an important component.

Please see attached analysis of estimated costs.

Prepared by: Barbara Thompson, Director 
Division:

Approved by Commissioner:
Agency: Department of Education

Phone: 465-8727 
Date: 2/19/98

Date: 2/19/98
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STATE OF ALASKA
Literacy Restoration Act
1998 Legislative Session

Bill No. SB 203

Additional Analysis
This legislation seeks to ensure that all students become competent readers by requiring that 
phonics be taught in kindergarten through third grades in the public school system. Research 
favors a balanced approach to the teaching of reading. The department strongly supports this 
balanced approach. In the context of a total reading program, phonics is an important 
component.

Reading is the most important indicator of student success. This fiscal note represents funding 
that is requested in the Governor’s FY99 Operating Budget for a statewide reading initiative to 
ensure that all children will read at or above grade level by the fourth grade. This request will 
fund staff resources necessary to provide technical assistance and training for teachers, school 
staff, parents, and community members to better help our young children to be successful 
readers. Additionally, information and models on promising practices, standards-based reading 
instruction and assessment, and program development will be identified and disseminated. The 
teaching of phonics is embedded in these activities.

Additionally, SB 257/HB351, the Quality Schools Bill, includes performance standards for 
reading, which address phonics at the first benchmark (ages 5-7). This bill also provides for a 
comprehensive assessment system to ensure that students meet these performance standards.

Funding included in this fiscal note represents the following:

Personal Services -$75.0
This will provide funding for a full-time Education Specialist II, Range 21, to provide training 
and technical assistance to teaching staff in school districts across the state. This position will be 
responsible for ensuring that a phonics curriculum is developed and implemented and that staff 
are trained to teach phonics, in the context of a total reading program.

Travel - $15.0
This funding will allow the department’s education specialist to provide direct training and 
technical assistance to school districts.

IJ
Contractual - $150.0
This will provide funding for school district staff participation in training, contractual costs 
related to researching and disseminating information and model reading programs, and general 
costs for phone, fax, copier and printing.

Supplies - $5.0
These funds will be used to purchase the necessary educational materials and office supplie's. 

Equipment - $5.0
These funds will be used to purchase the necessary computer and office equipment for the new 
staff position and ongoing upgrade and replacement costs.
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CS FOR SENATE BELL NO. 203( )

IN TOE LEGISLATURE OF THE STATE OF ALASKA 

TWENTIETH LEGISLATURE - SECOND SESSION

BY

Offered:
Referred:

Sponsors): SENATOR T A Y L O R

A BILL

FOR AN ACT ENTITLED 

"An Act relating to phonics and spelling in the public school system."

BE IT ENACTED BY THE LEGISLATURE OF THE STATE OF ALASKA:

* Section 1. SHORT TITLE. This Act may be known as the Literacy Restoration Act.

* Sec. 2. FINDINGS. The legislature finds that

(1) the English language is the common language of the United States of 

America;

(2) written English is based on the principle of the alphabet, and that English 

is a phonetic language;

(3) it is the existing practice of some public schools to teach phonics only 

incidentally;

(4) scientific research proves that direct, systematic phonics and spelling should 

be a part of the elementary curriculum in the public schools;

(5) a recent Education Week report card gave students in Alaska a D minus 

grade; and

(6) according to the California Achievement Test, 45 percent of children in the

-1-
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fourth grade in Alaska had below average basic reading and language skills.

* Sec. 3. AS 14.30 is amended by adding a new section to read:

Article 12. Required Language Education.

Sec. 14.30.800. Required language education curriculum, (a) A governing 

body shall include intensive systematic phonics and spelling instruction in the 

curriculum for elementary school, beginning in kindergarten if kindergarten is offered. 

In kindergarten, or early in first grade if the district does not offer kindergarten, the 

language education curriculum must include, in addition to children’s literature, 

explicit, systematic instruction in phonemic awareness, letter-sound correspondence, 

word-attack skills, spelling, vocabulary, use of decodable text, and reading 

comprehension strategies.

(b) All students in the first, second, and third grades shall be tested for basic 

reading and reading comprehension skills, using a nationally normed group- 

administered test approved by the department. Testing shall be conducted in the fall 

of each school year. The individual results of tests required under this subsection must 

be provided to each student’s parent or guardian and to the principai of the school. 

Group results for each grade level in the school must be provided to each student's 

parent or guardian, to the school district, to the commissioner, and to the legislature.

A student in the first, second, or third grade who tests at or in the lowest 25 percent 

of the nationally normed test, or a student who a parent or teacher believes has a 

reading, writing, spelling, or math learning problem, shall also be tested for word- 

attack and word identification skills, vocabulary, and reading comprehension, using a 

nationally normed and individually administered test approved by the department.

(c) When hiring an elementary school teacher, a school district shall give a 

hiring preference to a teacher who has completed a course in the language basis of 

reading. The course required under this subsection must include phonemic awareness, 

letter and sound correspondence, work-attack skills, spelling, vocabulary, use of 

decodable text, comprehension strategies, and an overview of reading disabilities.

(d) In this section,

(1) "elementary school" means grades kindergarten through six;

(2) "phonics instruction" means direct instruction, assessment, and

203( ) -2-
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practice designed to ensure learning and use of the English alphabet in reading;

(3) "school district" means a municipal school district or a regional 

educational attendance area.
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CS FOR SPONSOR SUBSTITUTE FOR SENATE BILL NO. 203(HES)

IN THE LEGISLATURE OF THE STATE OF ALASKA

TWENTIETH LEGISLATURE - SECOND SESSION

B Y  T H E  S E N A T E  H E A L T H ,  E D U C A T I O N  A N D  S O C I A L  S E R V I C E S  C O M M I T T E E

O f fe r e d :
Referred:

S p o n s o r (s ) :  S E N A T O R  T A Y L O R

A BILL 

FOR AN ACT ENTITLED 

"An Act relating to phonemic awareness, letter-sound correspondence, word-attack 

skills, spelling, vocabulary, use of decodable text, reading comprehension strategies, 

and testing for basic reading and reading comprehension skills in the public 

school system."

BE IT ENACTED BY THE LEGISLATURE OF THE STATE OF ALASKA:

* Section 1. PURPOSE. It is the purpose of this Act to

(1) ensure that all public school elementary students receive adequate language 

arts education;

(2) require school districts to adopt a balanced approach to language arts 

instruction that includes intensive systematic phonics and spelling instruction in the elementary 

school curriculum, along with other methods of instruction, in order to increase skills in 

reading, writing, and spelling; and

(3) encourage elementary schools to begin preparing public school students for 

the high school graduation examination.

-1- CSSSSB 203(HES)
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* Sec. 2. AS 14.30 is amended by adding a new section to read:

Article 12. Language Arts Education.

Sec. 14.30.800. Language arts education curriculum, (a) All students in 

the second and third grades shall be tested for basic reading and reading 

comprehension skills using a nationally normed test approved by the department. A 

district may test students in the first grade as described in this subsection. Testing 

shall be conducted in the fall of each school year. The individual results of tests 

required under this subsection must be provided to each student’s parent or guardian 

and to the principal of the school. Results for each grade level in the school must be 

provided to each student's parent or guardian, to the school district, to the 

commissioner, and to the legislature. A student in the first, second, or third grade who 

tests at or in the lowest 25 percent of the nationally normed test, or a student who a 

parent or teacher believes has a reading, writing, spelling, or math learning deficiency, 

shall also be tested for word-attack and word identification skills, vocabulary, and 

reading comprehension, using a nationally normed and individually administered test 

approved by the department.

(b) If a student tested under (a) of this section tests at or below the 25th 

percentile of the nationally tested students, a governing body shall establish an 

alternative instructional program in language arts that is intended to impiove the 

student's basic reading and reading comprehension skills. The alternative instructional 

program must include, in addition to children's literature, explicit, systematic 

instruction in phonemic awareness, letter-sound correspondence, word-attack skills, 

spelling, vocabulary, use of decodable te .t, and reading comprehension strategies.

(c) Upon request, the department shall provide a list of those nationally 

normed tests that are approved by the department.
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R e v i s e d  A m e n d m e n ts  f r o m  th e  A la s k a  D e p a r tm e n t  o f  E d u c a t io n  
March 28, 1998 —5:00 pm

t

BILL ID: SSSB 203

SPONSOR SUBSTITUTE FOR SENATE BILL NO. 203

"An Act relating to [phonemic awareness, letter-sound correspondence, word-attack skills, 

spelling, vocabulary, use of decodable text, reading comprehension strategies, and testing for 

basic reading and reading comprehension skills] using a balanced approach for reading and 

language arts instruction in the public school system."

BE IT ENACTED BY THE LEGISLATURE OF THE STATE OF ALASKA:

* Section 1. PURPOSE. It is the purpose of this Act to ensure that all public school 

elementary students receive adequate language arts education. [If the public school students o f a 

school district fall below the national average for language education,] [i]It is [also] the purpose 

of this Act to [encourage the] require school districts to adopt a balanced approach to reading and 

language arts instruction which includes intensive systematic phonics and spelling instruction in 

. the elementary school curriculum, along with instruction in word meaning in context, the 

structure o f the English language, and other methods of instruction appropriate to the needs of 

each child, in order to [increase skills in reading, writing, and spelling] meet high student 

standards in reading and language arts.

* Sec. 2. AS 14.30 is amended by adding a new section to read:

Article 12. Language Arts Education.

Sec. 14.30.800. Language arts education curriculum, (a) [All s] Students in the first, second, 

and third grades shall be [tested for basic reading and reading comprehension skills, using a 

nationally normed group-administered test approved by the department. Testing shall be 

conducted in the fall of each school year.] assessed for reading and language arts difficulties if  

the classroom teacher determines that the child is not making adequate progress towards meeting

New Text Underlined [Deleted Text Bracketed] 1



R e v is e d  A m e n d m e n t s  f r o m  th e  A la s k a  D e p a r tm e n t  o f  E d u c a t io n  
March 28, 1998 —5:00 pm

the student standards in reading and language arts. The student standards v/ill include the areas 

of phonics, spelling, word meaning in context, the structure of the English language, writing, 

listening, speaking, and other language arts standards appropriate for the child’s age. The 

department shall develop and score an examination that assesses the student standards for 

students aged 5-7 years old and for students aged 8-10 years old. All students shall be assessed 

using these standards-based assessments. The student standards along with the related 

assessments will be benchmarked against the academic standards and assessments of other high- 

achieving states. The individual results o f tests required under this subsection must be provided 

to each student's parent or guardian and to the principal o f the school. Results for each grade 

level in the school must be provided to each student's parent or guardian, to the school district, to 

the commissioner, and to the legislature. [A student in the first, second, or third grade who tests 

at or in the lowest 25 percent o f the nationally normed test, or a student who a parent or teacher 

believes has a reading, writing, spelling, or math learning problem, shall also be tested for word- 

attack and word identification skills, vocabulary, and reading comprehension, using a nationally 

noimed and individually administered test approved by the department.]

(b) I f  a [majority o f the] student[s in a grade level tested under (a) o f this section tests at or 

below the 25th percentile o f the nationally tested students for three consecutive school years] 

fails the assessment o f the student standards in reading and language arts for ages 5-7 or for ages 

8-10. a governing body shall [include intensive systematic phonics and spelling instruction in the 

curriculum for elementary school.] establish an alternative instructional program in reading and 

language arf s which will address the student’s deficiencies. The [language education 

curriculum] alternative instructional program must include, in addition to children's literature, 

explicit, systematic instruction in phonemic awareness, letter-sound correspondence, word-attack 

skills, spelling, vocabulary, use o f decodable text, and reading comprehension strategies and 

other areas o f deficiencies.

* Sec. 3. REQUIRED REPORT. By January 31. 1999. the department shall provide a report to 

the legislature containing the standards referenced in Sec.l and 2 of this Act-
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Sen ate  H e a lth , E d u ca tio n  and 

S o c ia l S e r v ic e s  C o m m itte e

\ f -
F R O M : Se n a to r R o b in  T a y lo r  Q y

D A T E : F e b ru a ry  5 , 1998

RE: Sen ate  B i l l  203 “ A n A c t  re q u ir in g  s y s te m a tic  p h o n ics a n d

sp e llin g  be taught in k in d e rg a rte n  th rough  th ird  g rad es in the p u b lic  

sch o o l s y s t e m .”

W e have a se r io u s  p ro b le m  in our p u b lic  sch o o l sy ste m . O ur c h ild re n  a re  

not le a rn in g  b a sic  read in g  and w ritin g  s k il ls .  T h is  is  in larg e part due to the 

“ w hole la n g u a g e ”  s y s te m  o f in s tru c tio n  w h ich  u t iliz e s  a “ see and g u e s s ”  

m ethod o f  le a rn in g . S c ie n t if ic  stu d ie s  have p ro ven  that the m a jo r ity  o f  

c h ild re n  do fa r b e tter w hen taught s y s te m a tic  p h o n ics than when ta u g h t  

w ith the “ w h o le  la n g u a g e ”  approach .

S o m e  stu d en ts w ill le a rn  to read re g a rd le s s  o f w hat m eth od o f in s t r u c t io n  

is used. It  is  b e lie v e d  that th is sm a ll p e rce n ta g e  o f  stu d en ts com e f r o m  

upper m id d le  c la s s  fa m il ie s  w here there has been so m e p h o n ics in s t r u c t io n  

in the h o m e b e fo re  the c h ild  e v e r co m e s to the c la ss ro o m . T h e re  is a lso  a 

sm a ll p e rce n ta g e  o f c h ild re n  who w ill have d if f ic u lt ie s  in le a rn in g  to r e a d  

no m atter w hat m ethod is  used. T h is  b ill is  a im ed  at those stu d en ts in th e  

m id d le  w h ich  c o m p ris e  the vast m a jo r ity  o f the c h ild re n  in the p u b lic  

sch o o l sy s te m .

T e st sco re s  c o m p a rin g  tw o grou p s o f  stu d e n ts , one group h avin g  b e e n  

taught w ith  w h o le  lan g u ag e m e th o d o lo g y  and one group h avin g  b e e n  

taught w ith  s y s te m a tic  p h o n ic s , have c o n s is te n tly  been h ig h er fo r th e
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group having  been taugh t system atic phonics than for those w ho have o n l y  
had the w hole language approach.

Senate Bill 203 will req u ire  school d istric ts  to im p lem en t a r e a d in g  
program  teaching  system atic  phonics and spelling in all grades K through 3 
in the public  school system . I should note here that this bill does not d o  
aw ay w ith w hole lan g u ag e  program s in our public schools. It s i m p l y  
req u ires  tha t d is tr ic ts  in co rp o ra te  a p rogram  of sy stem atic  phonics a n d  
spelling  in to  the L anguage A rts program  in all elem entary  schools.
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SPONSOR STA TEM EN T

Senate Bill 203

‘‘A n Act requiring  th a t  phonics be taugh t in k indergarten  
th rough  th ird  grades in the public school system”

Illiteracy in the United States is growing at an alarming rate, and Alaska is 
no exception. This places enormous demands on resources from all levels 
of government and society. According to the International Reading 
Association, our classrooms have been used by psychologists, sociologists, 
educationists, and politicians as a giant laboratory for unproven, untried 
theories of learning, all resulting in the near collapse of the public 
education system.

According to information obtained from the Alaska Department of 
Education, 51% of our students are in some type of supplemental program. 
CAT scores for fourth graders showed 21.3% in the bottom 25% in 
reading and 25.5% in the bottom 25% in language. In grade 11, 24.1% 
scored in the bottom 25% in reading. We are graduating illiterates. We 
must get back to the tried and true method of teaching our students how to 
read. We must reinitiate intensive phonics instruction into our elementary 
education curriculum.

Here are some statistics gathered by the National Adult Literacy Survey:

♦ 24 million adult Americans can’t read; 50 million are limited to a 4th or 
5th grade reading level;

♦ the number of functionally illiterate adults is increasing by 
approximately 2.25 million per year;

♦ eighty-four percent of the 23,000 people who took an exam for entry- 
level jobs at NY Telephone in 1988, failed.

♦ More than half of Fortune 500 companies have become educators of last 
resort with the cost of remedial employee training reaching more than 
300,000 million dollars per year.
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♦ One estimate places the yearly cost in welfare programs and 
unemployment compensation due to illiteracy at 6 billion dollars. An 
additional 237 billion dollars a year in unrealized earnings is forfeited 
by persons who lack basic reading skills, according to Literacy 
Volunteers of America.

♦ The total amount of money being spent on illiteracy by the federal 
government alone can only be guessed at because there has never been a 
complete assessment prepared. A conservative estimate would place the 
amount at more than ten billion dollars each year, and growing.

Alaska is part of these statistics. We have a problem! Senate Bill 203 will 
help fix this problem by mandating that systematic phonics instruction be 
added to the language arts programs for grades K through 3 in all public 
schools in Alaska.
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T h e  N a t i o n a l  R i g h t  t o  R e a d  F o u n d a t i o n

j u n d a t i o n s  i n  R e a d i n g

Essential Elements of Reading Instruction in Grades K-3 

Introduction

Reading, writing, spelling, and handwriting are the foundation tools of literacy. They can be seen, heard, and 
measured. They are portable. But unless these language/literacy tools arc in place by the end of third grade, children 
will have no firm academic ground on which to stand. Nothing else learned in school will ever make up for the 
deficit.

School officials should be able to document how students are learning the skills listed below, and make the 
information available to parents in an understandable way.

Mastering the tools of learning in language, and becoming confident in their use, requires systematic instruction 
across grades, and lots of supervised practice in applying these tools to reading and writing.

Whatever else a school claims to teach, if students don't master the foundation skills of language, nothing else really 
matters.

Following are baseline performance skills in language that must be learned in grades K-3. These skills are what 
every child of normal sight, hearing and intelligence should be able to do, and what the school must be prepared to 
measure. Advanced skills and creativity are built on this foundation. Without these foundational skills, many children 
will experience a lifetime of reading frustration.

Read More 
Return to Home Page



T h e  N a t i o n a l  R i g h t  t o  R e a d  F o u n d a t i o n

L i t e r a c y  S t a t i s t i c s  i n  A m e r i c a

•  At the opening of the 20th century the United States' literacy rate was approaching 100% for those who had 
attended school;

•  A U.S. Department of Labor Survey found that nearly 20% of high school graduates can’t even read their 
own diplomas;

•  The National Adult Literacy Survey, issued in the fall of 1993, found that 42 million adults (22%) can't 
read;

•  The 1994 National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) found that only 25% of 4th graders and 8th 
graders, and just over 33% of 12th graders, scored at the "Proficient" or "Advanced" levels of reading;

•  Conversely, NAEP found that 75% of 4th graders scored BELOW the proficient level of reading;
•  Education expenditures reached $484 billion in the 1993-94 school year, with 59% being spent at the 

Elementary and Secondary school level;
•  There are nearly 43 million elementary and secondary students in our public schools, and 2.9 million 

teachers;
•  Federal and state Special Education programs cost taxpayers more than $40 billion annually, and 80% of 

those students are of normal sight hearing and intelligence. They simply haven't been taught to read;
•  U.S. Justice Department estimates find that nearly 85% of juvenile delinquents can't read;
•  In 1995, The Journal of the American Medical Association claimed that 33 percent of patients receiving 

prescription drugs can't read the labels;
•  Industry estimates that more than $300 billion dollars is being spent on employee remediation, with $250 

billion more being lost due to illiteracy;
•  Almost half of college freshman have to take "bonehead English" because their reading skills are deficient.

Go Back 
Return to H om e Page



T h e  N a t i o n a l  R i g h t  t o  R e a d  F o u n d a t i o n

R e s e a r c h  f r o m  t h e  N a t i o n a l  I n s t i t u t e s  o f  C h i l d  H e a l t h  a n d  H u m a n  
D e v e l o p m e n t

-

The following information has been taken from studies supported by the National Institutes of Child Health and 
Human Development and documented in a paper endtled "Research in Learning Disabilides at the NICHD". For the 
full report, contact NICHD at 6100 Building, Room 4B05, 9000 Rockville Pike, Bethesda, MD 20892 or call (301) 
496-6591.

The ability to decode single words accurately and fluently is dependent upon the ability to 
segment words and syllables into abstract individual sound units (phonemes).

The best predictor of reading ability/disability from kindergarten and first grade test performance 
is phoneme segmentation ability.

Reading disabilities (dyslexia) affect a t least 10 million children, or approximately 1 child in 5.

Studies show that of the children who are reading disabled in the third grade, 74 percent remain 
disabled in the ninth grade. Reading disability reflects a persistent deficit rather than a 
developmental lag in linguistic and reading skills.

Disabled readers do not readily acquire the alphabetic code when learning to read due to 
deficiencies in the processing of phonological processing. As such, disabled readers must be 
presented highly structured, explicit and intensive instruction in phonics rules and the 

ilication of the rules to print.

Systematic structured  phonics instruction results in more favorable outcomes in reading than 
does a context-emphasis (Whole Language) approach.

Go Back 
Return to Home Page



T h e  N a t i o n a l  R i g h t  t o  R e a d  F o u n d a t i o n

F A C T  S H E E T :  C a n  Y o u  T r u s t  T h e  " R e s e a r c h ? "

"Everyone seems to think that all you need to do to be a good teacher is to love to teach. But no 
one thinks that all you need to do to he a good surgeon is to love to c u t"  Adam Urbanski, Vice 
President, American Federation of Teachers.

Lengthy bibliographies of "studies" supporting various techniques in reading are shot back and forth between 
proponents of phonics and whole language in an effort to provide conclusive evidence that their perspective is 
correct. 3ewildered parents, school board members, legislators and interested observers look on with little 
knowledge or understanding of what is actually referred to in these seemingly well documented lists of studies.

In the hard sciences, like physics, chemistry, biology, medicine and engineering, references to research studies are 
more likely to be helpful to "practitioners" or those searching for solutions to complicated, often cutting edge 
problems, because careful documentation of findings are recorded, checked and double checked, before any thought 
of application is considered. Peer review panels are convened to scrutinize every aspect of the study. Useful research 
should arrive at reliable predictions using a scientific method of inquiry. This approach to research should "separate
quackery from best practice."1

Education Research is altogether different- Here is how most education "research" is conducted: (1) Build the theory:
(2) Test the theory; (3) Replicate the results in large-scale studies in classrooms, schools or district wide 
implementations; (4) No objective evaluation using control groups is conducted. And, theories of learning abound.
For decades educators have followed the theories of developmental psychologist John Jacques Piaget. Piaget never

i to teach children, he only tried to describe what they do at different ages."2 Yet in our public schools today 
uevelopraentally appropriate practice," which undergirds whole language and almost all "child centered" educational 

programs, has become almost sacred. Anyone daring to challenge the underlying premises of these theories is 
considered "unprofessional" or just ignorant.

For example, block scheduling and an integrated curriculum, now the rage in our schools, has no empirical scientific
evidence to support its educational value.3 Cooperative learning, another fine sounding theory, is one of the most 
widely used innovations of our time, and yet is often implemented without clear goals or any individual 
accountability.

Educational literature now includes citations that look impressive. Names, dates, well known journals, and often 
prestigious Universities are listed as confirmation that the theories presented have been carefully researched and 
tested, when what is being cited is often nothing more than opinion laced with "happy faced" anecdotal stories.

"A small num ber of prolific professionals with strong beliefs can write a great deal and quote 
each other's ideas. This creates a circular knowledge base that may appear to be research, but
which can, in fact, ju st be "bu ll."5

Ken Goodman, one of the most prolific writers and proponents of whole language, conducted a "research" study in 
New Zealand in 1965. His findings have served as one of the main stays of current whole language practice in 
America. Specifically, Goodman found that "children's reading accuracy improved 60% - 80% in context, in 
comparison with a [word] list. However, Tom Nicholson, Professor of Education at the University of Auckland,
New Zealand twice replicated Goodman's study, and found that this classic study that supported "enlightened [word]
guessing is incorrect..."6 This is especially important because in today's "whole language," "balanced approach" 

ssrooms guessing at words by context to identify them is strongly recommended as one of the three "cueing 
icms" essential in how a child learns to read. Thus, Ken Goodman's research advocating the use of context clues 

to identify unknown words is bogus. Does Dr. Nicholson’s finding change how most teachers are teaching our 
children to read? Not in the least. If the scientific method were used to validate educational programs there would be:
(1) Development of an hypothesis; (2) Testing the hypothesis by formal experiment; (3) Analyzing data to determine 
the truth of the hypothesis; (4) Peer review, replication of the experiment, large-scale and/or long-term follow-up

&



studies. Parents should be told t l^ ^  children are in experimental classroonBrand schools should ask parents' 
permission to include their children in such experiments.

One federal education research study, Project Follow Through, conducted over the past twenty five years, did apply 
scientific method. It cost the taxpayers more than one billion dollars, and funding only ceased in 1995. The goal 

or the study was to identify the specific teaching methods that could raise the performance levels of America's 
poorest schools from the 20th percentile (the normal level of performance for children in poverty) up to the 50th 
percentile (even with mainstream America). The results of this massive study were conclusive. Direct instruction, 
(one of the Follow Through models) included direct, systematic instruction in phonics as one component, and was
found to be "the only program which consistently produced substantial progress"7 in reading. Project Follow 
Through also evaluated the "child centered," "developraentally appropriate practices" model that relied almost 
exclusively on a form of instruction that could be called "relevant activity." The goal of this model was to "develop
problem solving abilities, healthy self-concepts, and culturally pluralistic attitudes and behaviors."8 Not only did the 
"child centered" approach fall far short in reaching its goals, but students in the Direct Instruction Model improved 
their academic skills in reading, writing and mathematics, while at the same time enhancing their self-esteem and 
problem solving abilities.

The lack of rigor in testing most educational theories, including whole language and its clones, and its implication for 
policy makers should be obvious. Students who are taught direct, systematic phonics develop reading skills far 
superior to those exposed to the unproven whole language philosophy. If schools are going to use unproven 
theories, they should do so only if parents approve, and they should be held accountable for the results. These 
studies have been conducted using the "scientific mcthod,"and the findings are based on empirical evidence.

A bibliography of studies is available from The National Right to Read Foundation.
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T h e  N a t i o n a l  R i g h t  t o  R e a d  F o u n d a t i o n

ILLITERACY: 
An Incurable Disease or Education Malpractice?

by 
Robert W. Sweet, Jr.

"Learn ing to read is lik e  learn ing to d rive  a car. You take lessons and leam the mechanics and the rules o f the road. 
A fte r a few  weeks you  have learned h ow  to d rive , how  to stop, how  to s h ift gears, how  to park, and how  to signal. 
You have also learned to stop at a red lig h t and understand road signs. W hen you are ready, you take a road test, and 
i f  you pass, you  can drive. Phon ics- firs t w o rks  the same way. The ch ild  learns the mechanics o f reading, and when 
he’s through, he can read. L o o k  and say w orks d iffe re n tly . The ch ild  is taught to read before he has learned the
mechanics -- the sounds o f  the letters. I t  is lik e  learn ing to d rive  by starting you r car and d riv in g  ahead And die
mechanics o f  d r iv in g?  Y ou  w ou ld  p ic k  those up as you go along."

R udo lf Flesch,
W hy Johnny S t i l l C an 't Read, 1981

Illite ra cy  in  Am e rica  is s t il l g row ing  at an a larm ing rate and that fact has not changed much since R udo lf Flesch wrote 
his best se lling  expose o f reading ins truc tion  in 1955. Illite ra cy  continues to be a c rit ic a l problem, demanding 
enormous resources from  local, state, and federa l taxes, w h ile  arguments about how  to teach ch ild ren to read 
con tinue to rage w ith in  the education research com m un ity , on C ap ito l H ill,  in  business, and in the classroom.

' rUct In te rnationa l Reading Associa tion estimates that more than one thousand research papers are prepared each year 
Jie sub ject o f  lite racy, and that is ve ry l ik e ly  a lo w  figure. Fo r the past 50 years, Am e rica ’s classrooms have been 

used by psycholog ists, socio log ists, educationists, and po litic ians as a g ian t labo ra to ry fo r unproven, untried 
theories o f learn ing, resu lting  in  a near collapse o f  pub lic  education. I t  is tim e we begin to move away from  "what's 
new" and m ove tow a rd  "w ha t w orks."

Here Are the Grim Statistics

•  A cco rd ing  to the Nationa l A d u lt L ite ra cy  Survey, 42 m illio n  adu lt Americans can't read; 50 m illio n  can 
recognize so few  p rin ted words they are lim ite d  to a 4th o r 5th grade reading level;

•  One ou t o f  eve ry fo u r teenagers drops ou t o f  h igh school, and o f  those w ho graduate, one ou t o f  every four 
has the equ iva len t o r less o f  an e igh th grade education.

•  A cco rd ing  to curren t estimates, the number o f  fu nc tio na lly  illite ra te  adults is increasing by approximately 
tw o and one quarte r m ill io n  persons each year. T h is  number includes nearly 1 m illio n  young people who 
drop o u t o f  schoo l befo re graduation, 400,000 lega l imm igran ts, 100,000 refugees, and 800,000 illega l 
imm igran ts, and 20 %  o f  t i l l h igh schoo l graduates.

•  E igh ty- fou r percent o f  the 23,000 people who took an exam fo r  entry-level jobs at N ew  Y o rk  Telephone in 
1988, fa iled .

•  M ore than h a lf o f Fortune 500 companies have become educators o f last resort, w ith  the cost o f remedial 
employee tra in ing in  the three R's reaching more than 300 m illio n  dollars a year.

•  One estimate places the yearly cost in welfa re programs and unemployment compensation due to illite racy at 
s ix  b ill io n  dollars. A n  add itiona l 237 b illio n  dolla rs a year in unrealized earnings is fo rfe ited  by persons who 
lack basic reading sk ills , according to L ite racy Volunteers o f  America.

•  The federal governm ent alone has more than 79 literacy-related programs adm inistered by 14 federal 
agencies.

«  The to ta l amount o f money being spent on illite ra cy  by the federal government can on ly be guessed at, 
because there has never been a complete assessment prepared. A  conservative estimate would place the 
amount a t more than ten b illio n  do lla rs each year, and g row ing steadily.
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The question that must be asked is this: W hy  does Am erica  have a reading problem at all? We are the most 
a fflu en t and techno log ica lly  advanced o f  a ll the industria l nations on earth. We have "free" compulsory 
education fo r  a ll, a ne tw o rk  o f state owned and operated teachers' colleges, s tric t teacher certifica tion 
requirements, and more m oney and resources dedicated to educating ou r ch ild ren than any other nation on 
earth.

Why Johnny Can't Read Provides an Answer
R ud o lf Flesch, autho r o f  W h y  Johnny Can't Read w ro te the fo llo w in g  in  a le tte r to his daughter in  1955, 
a fte r teaching his grandson to read:

"S ince I  started to w o rk  w ith  Johnny, I  have looked in to  this w ho le  reading business. I  worked m y way 
through a m oun ta in o f books and artic les on the subject, I  ta lked to dozens o f people, and I spent many 
hours in  classrooms, w a tch ing  w ha t was go ing on.

W ha t I  found  is abso lu te ly fantastic. The teaching o f reading -- a ll ove r the United States, in  a ll the schools, 
in a ll the textbooks -- is to ta lly  w rong  and flies in  the face o f a ll lo g ic  and common sense. Johnny cou ldn 't 
read u n til h a lf a year ago fo r  the s im p le  reason that nobody ever showed h im  how."

T im e magazine called his book "the outstanding educational event o f that year" and suggested that he 
represented "the d e v il in  the flesch" to the education establishment.

There is an answer to "w h y  Johnny can't read," bu t the answer is tough medic ine to swallow . I t  requires 
education professionals, w ho fo r years have been engaged in a fo rm  o f  education malpractice, to adm it that 
the methods o f  teaching reading they have v igo rous ly advocated and staunchly defended ever since the 
1930’s are dead w rong.

I f  we are to seriously reverse the increasing number o f illite ra te  adults in America and prevent the problem o f 
illite ra cy , we must sw a llow  the medic ine, as q u ic k ly  as possible, and re ject the instructional methods that 
have resu lted in  the w idespread illite ra cy  we have today.

Everyone Can Be Taught To Read
H is to rica lly , a ll Am erican schoo l ch ild ren were taught to read. Teachers never considered that a ch ild  "could 
not" be taught to read, and rem ed ia l reading was unheard of. In  fact, the firs t remedial reading c lin ic  opened 
in  1930, soon a fte r the results o f  the " loo k  and say" (the so ca lled "D ic k  and Jane" program ) reading 
methods were beg inn ing to be fe lt.
Up u n til the ea rly  part o f  the 20th century, ch ild ren were taught to read by f irs t learning the alphabet, then 
the sounds o f  each letter, h ow  they blended in to  syllables, and how  those syllables made up words. They 
were taught tha t Eng lish spe lling is log ica l and systematic, and that to become a fluen t reader it was 
necessary to master the a lphabetic "code" in w h ich Eng lish words are w ritten, to the po in t where it [the 
code] is used au tom a tica lly  w ith  lit t le  conscious thought g iven to i t

Once a ch ild  learned the mechanics o f  the code, attention could be turned to more advanced content. I t 
seldom, i f  ever, occurred to teachers to g ive ch ild ren w ord  lists to read, o r to make beginning readers 
memorize w ho le  words before learn ing the components o f  those words, o r to memorize whole stories as 
today's proponents o f  the "w ho le  language approach" recommend.

Several recent studies funded by the U.S. Department o f Education, in c lud ing  Preventing Reading Failure: 
The M yths o f Reading Instruction , found that 90 percent o f remedia l reading students today are not able to 
decode flue n tly , accurate ly, and at an automatic leve l o f  response. In a March, 1989, Phi Delta Kappan 
article, Harva rd Professor Jeanne C ha ll (author o f  Learn ing to Read: The Great Debate) cites a study by 
Peter Freebody and B rian  B ym e, that con firm s the same find ing. Today's students are not being taught the 
fundamenta l structure o f  language, bu t rather are engaged in w ha t Dr. Kenneth Goodman (a proponent o f 
"the who le language approach") has called a "psycho lingu is tic guessing game."



Two Ways to Teach R u lin g
One ph ilosophy is usua lly ca lled  "w ho le  language" but m any other labels are, o r have been used to describe 
it, such as: the who le-word method; language experience; psycholinguis tics; lo o k  and say; reading recovery 
o r in tegrated reading instruction . The "who le language" o r " loo k  and say" method teaches that ch ild ren 
shou ld memorize o r "guess" at words in  con text by using in it ia l le tte r o r p icture clues. A cco rd ing  to 
estimates g iven in  one w id e ly  used " lo o k  and say" reading series, a ch ild  taught th is method should be able 
to recognize 349 words by the end o f  the f irs t grade; 1,094 by the end o f the second; 1,2 16  by the end o f the 
th ird ; and 1,554 by the end o f  the fou rth  grade. Lea rn ing to read this w ay is supposed to be more 
m ean ing fu l and fun. T h is  w ay  o f teaching is cu rren tly  used by nearly a ll o f the schools in the United States. 
I t is c lear that the curren t h igh illite ra cy  rate is d irec tly  due to this sc ien tifica lly  inva lidated approach to 
reading instruction.

A no the r approach is ca lled in tensive, systematic phonics f i r s t  W ith  this technique, ch ild ren are taught how 
to sound ou t and blend the letters that make up words in  a spec ific sequence, from  the s imple to the 
complex. Today, educators ca ll th is method the "code" approach because it teaches the sk ills  and log ic 
ch ild ren  need to understand the Eng lish spe lling system. When a ch ild  comes to school he/she hac a spoken 
vocabu la ry o f  up to 24,000 words. C h ild ren  taught to read using systematic phonics can usua lly read and 
understand at least as m any w ords as they have in  the ir spoken vocabulary by the end o f the th ird  grade.

Read More 
Return to Home Page
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W i l l  T h e  B u r e a u c r a t s  E v e r  L e a r n ?

The Observer S ta ff

The May 1997 E D U C A T IO N  REPORTER  says that T it le  I  students have continued to tra il behind the ir classmates. 
In fact, the gap has w idened. The fin a l report o f  a five-year, $29 m illio n  study has concluded that T it le  I, the federal 
government’ s la rgest K -12  education program , has fa iled  to close the gap between low-ach ieving students and the ir 
peers. I t is the la rgest lo ng itu d in a l study conducted o f  T it le  I  since its start in 1965. T it le  I  costs taxpayers $7.2 
b illio n  per year.
I t ’ s also a proven fa c t that ch ild ren, w ho are in  ea rly  ch ildhood  deve lopment programs, are no fu rthe r advanced in 
later years than those w ho d id no t attend these classes.

More than another $7 b illio n  dow n a ra t hole per year. W il l the bureaucrats ever leam? W ith o u t a sttong phonics 
program, these ch ild ren  w il l  con tinue to fa ll behind. T h is  brings us to HB  2701-A in  the Oregon legislature which 
the House defeated by  a 32-27 vote the end o f May. T hey  c la im  the law  is unnecessary because teachers already use 
phonics. The b i l l  was sponsored by Rep. Ron Sunseri (R-Gresham).

In September 1995, the IN V E S TO R ’ S BUS INESS  D A IL Y  said that who le language was g iven a fa ilin g  graue by a 
Califo rn ia  task fo rce  assigned to evaluate w ho le  language. W ho le language, not in tensive phonics, is being taught in 
Oregon gove rnm ent schools.

Some teachers attend the R iggs Institu te  in Beaverton, O regon w h ich concentrates heav ily  on teaching teachers how 
to teach in tensive phonics. Comments from  some in  A ugus t 1988 were:
“There seems to be more organ iza tion to spe lling in  this method and i t  answers the ‘w h y ’ questions. I t  gives a better 
understanding to le tte r combinations.”  -- Second G rade M iln e r C rest Teacher.

“ I  am rea lly exc ited about beg inn ing this program . I t ’ s the most usefu l class I ’ ve taken in  a long time. Teacher 
•cation colleges shou ld be teaching th is class. I  w ish  I ’ d  had i t  years ago!”  -  2nd grade Bunker H i l l teacher

“ ...Last year we adopted (against strong oppos ition ) a “ look-say" basal. M any o f us were extrem e ly frustrated try ing 
to teach the beg inn ing reading skills...”  -  3rd grade M ad ison teacher “ I  am very anxious to get in  m y classroom and 
teach my students th is method.”  -4th grade Charleston teacher.
“ This course has un locked the doo r fo r  spe lling  fo r  me... The Spald ing method o f  phonics as taught by the Riggs 
Institute rea lly  un locks the door fo r spe lling, reading, w rit in g  and speech.” - 5 th  G rade Eastside E lementary teacher 

Elected Officials W a n t  D u m b e d  D o w n  Kids - Easier T o  Control

I t seems our elected o ffic ia ls  rea lly  d on ’ t w an t answers to solve our educational problems wh ich are turn ing out 
functiona l illite ra tes by the droves. They s im p ly  lo o k  fo r problems fo r w h ich  they can appropriate b illions more in

W hy is this you m ig h t ask? In  the book, N EA -TRO JAN  HORSE (P. 106) D ew ey ’s goal was to produce in fe r io r 
readers w ith  in fe r io r in te lligence dependent on a soc ia lis t educational e lite  fo r guidance, w isdom  and control. 
Intensive phonics was the approach used p rio r to 1930 w h ich  gave us a h igh ly  lite ra te popula tion, probably the most 
literate in the world .
Johnny can ’ t read because o f the fa ilu re  to teach firs t graders how  to decode the Eng lish language w ith  systematic 
phonics, says P hy llis  Sch la fly . A nd  i t  is obvious that ou r O regon legislators, w ho voted down Sunseri’ s phonics 
b ill, s im p ly are desirous o f keeping our ch ild ren from  a tta in ing the best they can be. I t ’ s a proven fact that the 
top-scoring schools teach intensive phonics because when it  is taught correctly, ch ild ren cannot help but leam.

There is more involved, however, than just keeping our children d u m b e d  down. Expensive 
'•••'rkbooks would be unnecessary w h e n  phonics is taught. Follow the money! A n d  think of all 

se workers within the prison system w h o  would become unemployed. Illiteracy seems to be 
one of the biggest causes of people turning to crime.

W h a t  the Oregon legislature did on Sunseri’s phonics legislation is educational malpractice and 
parents have absolutely no recourse except to pull their children from the public system and p u t

tax dollars.



them in a school where i n t ^ ^ v e  phonics are taught in the ve^^early years. But w h y  should they 
taxes to support the public school system and also pay for private school tuition?have to pay
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A CENTURY OF MISEDUCATION IN READING
b y

Robert W. Sweet, Jr.
1996

The literacy rate fo r adults w ho have been to schoo l fo r at least s ix  years w i l l  be less in  the year 2000 than it was in 
1900. We are fast becom ing a na tion d iv id e d  between those w ho  can read and those w ho cannot. >. -ery day, 
somewhere in  Am erica , news headlines shou t at us, " I llite ra c y  is increasing; our k ids aren’t being taught to read." 
H ow  is it  possible that a na tion that prides its e lf on hav ing the most educated popu la tion in  the w o rld  can deny to its 
own children the a b ility  to read?

We are spending a lm ost a h a lf t r i l l io n  do lla rs on education at a ll leve ls,1 and a th ird  o f a tr il l io n  o f  that tax money is 
being spent on e lementary and secondary education. W e are a ll being drawn in to the vortex o f the w o rld  w ide web 
whether we like  i t  o r n o t W e are rush ing to place a com pute r te rm ina l in every classroom, and yet the simple concept 
o f teaching our ch ild ren  the 26 letters o f  the alphabet, the 44 sounds those letters make, and the 70 common ways to 
spell them, is being rejected by the education elite, w ith o u t regard to the ove rw he lm ing sc ien tific  evidence to the 
contrary.

Yes, we have had a lm ost a cen tu ry o f  education malpractice when i t  comes to teaching ou r ch ild ren to read. We must 
app ly some common sense and stop the academ ic ch ild  abuse that goes on under the guise o f w ha t today is called 
"who le language," and in  the 1920's was ca lled " loo k  and say" reading instruction.

M v  purpose today is to exp la in  w h y  I  be lieve illite ra cy  is rampant in  America, but I  o ffe r a so lu tion. I t  w il l not cost 
lions o f dollars, and i t  w i l l  un lo ck  the doo r fo r  countless ch ild ren, who w ou ld  o therw ise be le ft to a im lessly 

wander the co rrido rs o f beau tifu l schoo l bu ild ings, unable to read jo b  notices on the bu lle tin  boards.

A lthough statistics are a lways sub ject to cha llenge by some, the ove rw he lm ing evidence from  such prestigious
sources as the N a tio na l Assessment o f  Educa tion Progress,2 (w h ich  found that "70 percent o f  fo u rth  graders, 30 
percent o f e igh th graders, and 64 percent o f 12 th graders d id  no t., atta in a p ro fic ie n t leve l o f read ing") cannot be 
ignored. These students have no t atta ined the m in im um  s k il l leve l in reading considered necessary to do the academic 
w o rk  at the ir grade leve l. The N a tio na l A d u lt L ite racy Survey, a fte r a five  year study, con firm ed that find ing  
ind ica ting that 42 m ill io n  adults can't read, and that 50 m ill io n  more recognize so few  prin ted words they are lim ited
to a 4th and 5th grade le ve l o f  reading.3
Even more troub ling  are the find ings o f The  O rton D ys le x ia  Society, that illite ra te  adults account fo r 75 percent o f the 
unemployed, one th ird  o f the mothers rece iv ing AFDC , 85 percent o f  the juven iles w ho appear in  court, 60 percent 
o f prison inmates, and nearly 40 percent o f  m in o r ity  youth. O f people in  the w o rk  force, 15  percent are func tiona lly  
illite ra te, in c lud ing  1 1  percent o f  pro fessional and manageria l workers, and 30 percent o f sem isk illed and unskilled
workers.4 Is i t  any w onde r tha t a Census Bureau survey released in February o f th is year found that "American 
employers regard the nation's educa tiona l system as an irre levance?" Rather "businesses ignore a prospective
employee's educationa l credentia ls in  fa vo r o f w o rk  h is to ry and a ttitude."5

We must keep in m ind  that statis tics represent real people, ch ild ren and adults who often su ffe r the in d ign ity  arid 
frustration o f illite ra cy  alone. I t  is a qu ie t pain that on ly  the illite ra te  can describe. Le t me g ive you some real 
examples o f what these statistics mean.
P °m etrius W ilk in s  graduated from  T.C. W illiam s  H igh  Schoo l in  1993. He was a m odel student, never a d isc ip line 

jlem . In fact i f  you  had seen h im  on K  street, here in  the D is tr ic t o f Columbia, you cou ld have easily m istaken 
h im  fo r one o f the up and com ing  young law  clerks. He had near perfect attendance fo r h is twe lve years o f 
schooling, and yet when he w a lked across the stage to accept his d ip lom a from  the sm ilin g  superintendent o f 
schools, it was a sad day, because Demetrius cou ldn 't even read it. The taxpayers had antecd up more than $ 100,OCX) 
fo r his schooling. A nd  accord ing to the U.S. Labo r Department, this young man represents nearly 20 percent o f high



school seniors g radua ting from  o ^ c h o o l s  today. B u t his s to ry  doesn't e n< $ e re . A fte r graduation he found a jo b  in 
a meat pack ing plant. He lasted ju s t a few  days, because he cou ldn ’t read the labels on the meat. He tried desperately 
to find  o ther em p loym en t, bu t because o f his lack o f  read ing sk ills , cou ldn 't f in d  a job. F ina lly , he was encouraged 
h " some friends to go to a lo ca l adu lt reading c lin ic  fo r help. H e d id so, and in  a few  weeks was reading fo r the firs t 

e in his life . A cco rd in g  to the news reports, the on ly  added ingred ien t he received was instruction in phonics, that
is, mastering the letter/sound re la tionsh ips he should have been taught in  firs t grade.6

W e cannot to lerate the k in d  o f  education malp ractice th is s to ry represents any longer. I t  m ust stop now. Thousands 
o f calls come to The N a tiona l R igh t to Read Foundation, from  parents whose ch ild ren have been passed on grade 
a fte r grade w ith o u t be ing taught to read. The s to ry is a lm ost a lways the same. M y  ch ild  has been diagnosed by the 
school as hav ing A tte n tio n  D e fic it D isorder, o r dyslexia, o r as being m en ta lly retarded, o r as having some other 
conduct d isorder tha t places the blame on ch ild  o r parent. A nd  a lmost inev itab ly these ch ild ren are in classes where 
"who le language" is used, and where a lm ost no d irec t in s truc tion  in  teaching phonics is present.

One more po ignan t s to ry  comes to m ind that illustrates how  pa in fu l illite ra cy  can be. A t a meeting this spring, I  
commented that m any parents te ll us how  depressed the ir ch ild ren  become when they are required to memorize little  
books w ith ou t the a b ility  to sound ou t new  and un fam ilia r words. O ften the ch ild ren express great frus tra tion and 
anger when faced w ith  the requ irem ent o f  reading science, h istory, lite ra ture and math before they have learned to 
read w ith  fluency and comprehension. A  young lady s itt in g  in the fro n t row, jum ped to her feet and a lmost shouted, 
"That's me! That's how  I  feel." "W hen the k ids ca ll you a retard, it  makes you c ry  and i t  makes you r heart hurt 
inside." Th is 14 year o ld  g ir l, norm a l in every o ther way, had been placed in  special education fo r seven o f her years 
o f schooling. N o  one had tried to f in d  ou t i f  she ju s t needed some d irec t instruction in  phonics. There is a happy 
ending to this story. W e were abie to re fe r Bonn ie B e lle  to a reading teacher w ho qu ic ld y  diagnosed her reading sk ill 
de fic it, and a fte r ju s t tw o  sessions o f d irec t phonics instruction, Bonn ie Be lle began to read and understand that there 
is a system. She is on her w ay to success. B u t w ha t o f the los t years o f schooling? W ha t o f  the frustra tion, pain, and 
lost se lf esteem she had experienced? Unfo rtuna te ly , that canno t be repaid, o r replaced. H ow  tragic, how  
unnecessary, h ow  outrageous.

■TMs is the p lig h t o f  thousands o f  young people a ll across Am e rica  today. Shunted in to  special education classes, or 
ip te r I  programs fo r  d isadvantaged youth, passed on year a fte r year w ithou t ever mastering the basic sk ills 

essential fo r success in  life . Th is  rem inds me o f another story. T w o  teenage boys were fish ing  by a stream one day 
when they noticed someone floa tin g  downstream. They both jum ped in, pulled the person ou t o f  the water, gave 
mouth-to mouth resuscita tion, and saved h is life . The next day, they were fish ing  in  the same spot and noticed 
another person flo a tin g  dow n the stream. Aga in, they jum ped  in  and saved that person's life. From  then on, people 
floa ting  downstream  happened qu ite  consis ten tly and many died en route to the hospital. The c ity  counc il decided to 
bu ild  a hosp ita l on that very spot so that they w ou ldn 't have to transport the nearly drowned patients to the nearest 
hospital, w h ich  was e igh t m iles away. The hosp ita l became very busy and began to g row  and expand. In  fact the 
hospita l became ve ry  w e ll know n  across the country. M any interns came there to serve the ir residencies. One day, 
one o f those in terns approached the adm in is tra to r and thanked h im  fo r the oppo rtun ity  to do his in ternship w ith  the 
hospital. "There is one th ing  that bothers me, though. Has anyone ever gone upstream to see w hy  people are fa lling  
in to  the rive r?" "N o," the adm in is tra to r answered. "W e ju s t don 't have time. W e are too busy treating the v ictim s."

W e ll, i t ’s tim e we took a tr ip  upstream!
For generations the educa tiona l pendu lum  has swung from  one extreme to the other...teaching sk ills  but w ith  little  
reading o f q ua lity  materia ls, o r teaching litera ture w ith ou t the sk ills  necessary to actua lly read i t  W e know  now, that 
do ing one w ith o u t the o the r dooms large numbers o f  ou r ch ild ren  to fa ilu re and closes the doo r to fu rthe r learning.

Reading is the gateway sk ill;  w ith ou t the ab ilities necessary to read, our ch ild ren w il l be unable to go through the gate 
to a ll other areas o f  learn ing; fo r they a ll depend on this one sk ill. F rom  the time the firs t alphabet was invented some 
th ir ty  five  hundred years ago, learn ing to read consisted o f learn ing letter/sound correspondences. Anyone o f normal 
sight, hearing and in te lligence, i f  taught properly, cou ld leam to read the ir native language w ith  re la tive ease.
A cco rd ing to h is to rian D av id  D iringe r, the inven tion o f the alphabet is often said to be "the most im portan t invention 
in the socia l h is to ry  o f  the world . I t  was the creation o f a revo lu tiona ry  w riting , a scrip t w h ich we can perhaps term

tocra tic o r the people's sc rip t."7
As Thomas Jefferson said: "A  nation that is ignorant and free, is a nation that never was and never w i l l  be." 
Ignorance is on ly  d ispe lled  by a people w ho know  how  to read, and then read to know . I t  has ju s t been w ith in  the 
past century that we have abandoned teaching o f the body o f know ledge we ca ll phonics, to ou r ch ild ren as a firs t



step in reading instruction. E n g lis lro  an a lphabetic language. Its spe lling system is at least 90 percent regular,8 and 
by teaching ch ild ren  the 26 letters o f  the alphabet, the 44 sounds those letters represent, and the 70 most common 
ways to spe ll them, ch ild ren can read nearly every w ord  in  English. Th is ins truc tion  can be done in a matter o f 

nths, and shou ld be in troduced in  f irs t grade at the latest.

D an ie l Webster, one o f  America 's g rea t heros, said: "There is no th ing so pow e rfu l as tru th—  and often noth ing so 
strange." A nd  the tru th  is this. W e can so lve  ill ite ra c y  in Am e rica  now. Poor people, r ich  people, rura l residents and 
c ity  dwellers, a ll have equal o ppo rtun ity  to master the s k il l o f reading, i f  they are p rope rly  taught. The h is to ry o f 
reading instruction  from  the incep tion  o f  o u r nation, can be separated in to  three general eras, each one shorter than 
the one preceding. The firs t era runs from  co lon ia l times un til the la tter part o f  the nineteenth century. Then the
process o f reading instruc tion  was s im p le  and s ira igh tfo rward. "Teach the code, then have ch ild ren read."9 Learning
the code unlocks at least 85 percent o f  the words in  the Eng lish  language.10 I t  w orked then; i t  w il l w o rk  now. W hy 
d id  the system change? As the o ld  say ing  goes, " I f  i t  a in 't broke, don 't f ix  it!"  M o re  abou t that later.

Noah Webster, w ho  live d  con temporaneously w ith  Danie l, was p robab ly the most in flu e n tia l Am erican in  the h istory 
o f modem reading instruction. He pub lished "A n  Am erican D ic tio na ry  o f  the Eng lish Language" in 1806. It 
standardized Eng lish spe lling, and that spe lling  system remains v ir tu a lly  the same today. Noah Webster published 
the famous N ew  England B lue Backed Speller. F o r a century, more than 24 m ill io n  copies were sold. I t  was second
in sales on ly  to the B ib le .11 Keep in  m in d  that the popu la tion o f  Am erica  in  1800 was approxim ate ly 5 m illio n  
people. B y  the early  part o f the tw en tie th  century, the popu la tion had increased to ove r 100 m illio n . Imm igrants from  
every nation on eanh had come to Am erica . They a ll wanted to leam  English, and most o f them did. The B lue 
Backed Speller, as it  was called, was the too l m illio n s  o f Americans used to teach the ir ch ild ren to read, whether at 
home o r at school.
B u t in flu en tia l educators, like  Horace M ann o f  Massachusetts, and a fte r h im  John D ewey o f  C o lum b ia Teachers 
College, rejected the teaching o f  phonics. In  the mid-1800's when Horace M ann was Secretary o f Education fo r 
Massachusetts, he is quoted as saying: "...it is upon this emptiness, blankness, s ilence and death, that we compel 
r ^ ld r e n  to fasten the ir eyes; the odo r and fungeousness o f  spe lling book paper, a sopo rific  e fflu v ium  seems to
„ anate from  the page, steeping a ll th e ir facu lties in lethargy." 1 12 One does no t need much im ag ination to sense 
Mann's d isda in and d isgust o f  "spe lling  books!" A n  in teresting note here. Horace Marin's w ife  published an early 
" lo o k  and say" reader. I t  was based on the ideas o f Thomas G a llude t w ho was deve lop ing reading programs fo r the
deaf. One o f  the f irs t lines in her ea rly  reader was this: "F rank had a dog, his name was Spot."13 W e ll, I  am sure 
Spot never dreamed how  famous he w ou ld  become.
The second era, began at the tu rn o f  the twen tie th  century, and lasted u n til the late 1960's, as Horace Mann's 
ph ilosophy o f reading instruction , a ided and abetted by the spread o f the N o rm a l School fo r tra in ing  teachers, f irm ly  
entrenched the " lo o k  and say" teaching o f  reading. Fo r example, the early  " loo k  and say" primers were published by 
Scott Foresman in 1914. The basic prem ise was, teach the ch ild ren to memorize the most com m on ly used words in 
the Eng lish language, add ing new w ords each year and reaching a to ta l o f  about 1500 words by the end o f 4th
grade.14
In the 1930's o ther publishers, seeing great p ro fita b ility  in  se lling  " loo k  and say" readers, jum ped on the band 
wagon. Thus the re jection o f phonics as the f irs t step in  teaching reading started the s low , but inevitable death o f 
phonics. B y  the 1950's illite ra cy  rates were s tead ily ris ing, and parents o f  students w ho cou ldn 't read were to ld  their 
ch ild ren needed "rem edia l" help. In  1955, R udo lph Flesch, another great Am erican hero, sounded the alarm in his 
classic book, "W hy  Johnny Can't Read." In  a fo llo w  up vo lume, W hy  Johnny S til l C an 't Read published in  1981, 
he rea ffirm ed the prob lem  and the so lu tio n  once again. A nd  his so lu tion  was simple. "The tru th is, o f course, that 
any normal six-year-old loves to leam  le tters and sounds. He is fascinated by them. They are the greatest th ing he
has come up against in l i fe . " 15 Teach those princ ip les d ire c tly  and systematica lly, and you w il l have life  long readers 
who love books. B u t his adm on ition  fe ll on dea f ears. In tw o unpub lished letters to a friend, D r. Flesch describes his 
frustra tion: The f irs t was w ritte n  in  1955, sho rtly  a fte r his f irs t book was released. "M y  E d ito r at Harpers, M r.
George Jones, can't get over his amazement at seeing a w ho le profession com ing down on one poor little  guy who 

;te a book. He ju s t d idn 't k n ow  w ha t you  and I  know , namely, the enormous scandal o f this who le thing, and the 
burn ing desperation o f m illio n s  o f  parents." In  1986, ju s t a few  days before he died, D r. Flesch w rote another letter 
to the same friend: "Dear John, W hen w i l l  a ll this lunacy end? It's ove r 50 years and it's go ing on and on. P ity  the 
poor children. P ity  the poor coun try  - m isguided, m istaught, defrauded from  the f irs t day o f school. W ith  a ll best
wishes, R u d i."16



The th ird  era began in  the early 1970 ’s and continues today. This "new" reading ph ilosophy was called "whole 
language." In  fact i t  was a more rad ica l vers ion o f the "look and say" approach so popu la r in  the early pan o f  the 
r-n tu ry. "W ho le  language" relies on w ho le  w ord  memorization, but the words memorized are whatever happens to 

n  the "authentic lite ra ture books" the ch ild ren are required to "read." "W ho le  language" theorists believe that 
ch ildren leam to read ju s t the same w ay they leam to speak. M ed ica l and lingu is tic  research have conc lusive ly refuted
such a no tion ,17 bu t "who le language" advocates ignore such research because it upsets the ir theory o f learning.
They continue to believe that we are bom  w ith  the a b ility  to read, and a ll that is required is to surround ch ild ren w ith 
books, reading to them and w a tch ing  them become readers by osmosis.

W ith  whole language, no longer were the most com m on ly used words memorized, as was the case w ith  the "look 
and say" readers. Despite the inane stories o f D ic k  and Jane, Spot and Puff, we a ll learned to memorize certain 
words that made it possible to func tio n  qu ite  well. B u t many o f  us w ho  were v ic tim s o f D ic k  and Jane attest to being 
poor spellers, and many others don 't re a lly  en jo y  reading. "W ho le  language" took us to new heights (o r depths) o f 
illite ra cy because m em oriza tion o f  d if f ic u lt  words like  fo rsy th ia in firs t grade is v irtu a lly  impossib le fo r a large 
percentage o f  students. Parents became frustrated, angry and fe lt g u ilty  th ink ing  they were the reason the ir otherwise 
normal ch ild ren cou ldn 't read. In fact, the real reason was the refusal o r in a b ility  o f  teachers to ins truct the ir First 
grade students in how  the a lphabetic code works.

Today, we are in the m ids t o f  a revo lu tion . I t  is one o f  the most c ruc ia l o f th is century. I t  doesn't h it the mainstream 
media very often, and yet the outcome o f  this revo lu tion  w il l spell success o r defeat fo r welfa re reform , reducing 
delinquency, im p ro v ing  ou r com pe titive  edge among the industria l nations o f the world, and very lik e ly  the surv iva l 
o f ou r Republic. I f  the so lu tion  is so s im ple, then w hy isn ’t i t  implemented now? Tha t is a fa ir question, and it 
deserves an answer. There are ten reasons w hy I  believe the education system w h ich perpetuates illite ra cy  is almost
impossible to change. Here they are:18

1 . The pub lic education m onopo ly  is not held accountable fo r results;
2. There is an in te rlo ck ing  p ro tec tive  network, o f teacher educators, teacher organizations and the ir 

pub lica tions, state and federa l departments o f  education, school o ffic ia ls  and publishers o f  school textbooks, 
that is exceeding ly d if f ic u lt  fo r outside c ritic ism  to penetrate;

3. There is general agreement, w ith  few  exceptions, w ith in  this ne tw o rk that d irec t and systematic teaching o f 
reading is ine ffec tive , h a rm fu l and an insu lt to learners' se lf esteem, d ig n ity  and freedom;

4. There is general ignorance about w ha t experimenta l research has proven to be the benefits o f teaching direct, 
systematic phonics;

5. There are many in the ne tw o rk  w ho  consider systematic teaching o f phonics in fo rm a tion as a "conservative 
p o lit ic a l p lo t." There is abhorrence among many in the network fo r any teaching seen as "trad itiona l;"

6. There continues to be a la ck  o f  u tiliza tio n  o f the find ings o f experimental research, w h ich ove rw he lm ing ly 
supports d irect, systematic phonics;

7. There is a den ia l among those in  the network that there is a cris is o f illite ra cy  in America;
8. There has been no easy no r regu la r accommodation from  the courts fo r grievances over malpractice in 

reading instruction;
9. The m onopo ly ove r teacher education a llows reading teachers to be w rong ly  trained w ith  impunity.

Read More 
Return to Home Page
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h o l e  L a n g u a g e

The w ay Am erican schools teach ch ild ren to read and w rite  has, fo r 
m any years now, been under the d ive rgen t influences o f  two 
pow e rfu l schools o f th ough t C onven tiona l cu rricu la  s t il l re flec t a 
time-honored reliance on phonics and basal readers, bu t a 
"whole-language" approach has been embraced by many educators.

In  fact, the whole-language approach has become so dom inan t in 
certa in areas that i t  has sparked a pow e rfu l pro-phonics backlash. 
M any experts hope the current debate w il l u ltim ate ly lead to a 
hea lthy balance between the two approaches, b lend ing the best o f 
the new  methods w ith  the best o f the old.

The whole-lang 
approach has sp 
massive pro-ph* 
backlash.

The trad itiona l theory o f learning, w h ich  became 
ins titu tiona lized  w ith  the beg inn ing o f mass schooling in  the 
19 th century, is that ch ild ren leam a com plex s k ill like  reading 
by firs t m ak ing  sense o f the smallest components o f the 
language (letters) and then progressing to larger components 
(sounds, words, and sentences). C h ild ren  leam to read by 
learn ing to decode the language; understanding fo llow s a fte r 
they break the code and master the components.

P a l lc ip a te to o u i 
n ew  In te ra c tiv e

an electronic form 
on Improving scIkh

T rad itio n a l Am erican education, therefore, begins w ith  reading 
lessons that focus on phonics (sounding ou t firs t letters, then com bina tions o f  letters), tight! 
con tro lle d  vocabulary, and short "basal" (o r basic) reading passages, fo llow ed  by numerous 
exercises, each w ith  on ly  one co rrec t answer.

"W ho le  language" represents a d iffe ren t philosophy about 
learn ing, and the ro le o f language in  the classroom. It stre: 
ch ild ren should use language in  ways that relate to their o\ 
and cultures. In  the whole-language classroom, the final 
p roduc t- the  "answer"-- isn't as im po rtan t as the process, 
are encouraged to decode words by the ir context. Whole-1 
advocates po in t out that the average 1st grader has already 
a vocabulary o f ten thousand words and assim ilated many 

rules o f  g rammar w ithou t fo rm a l schooling.

If  phonics is all about 
sounding out, whole 
language is all about 
figuring out.

The common techniques o f  whole-language teaching--daily jo u rna l and letter w riting, a grea 
s ile n t and o ra l reading o f real literature, and student cooper;;..- name a few--rcprcscnt if 
ph ilo sophy in  action.
The rise o f the whole-language approach has been so dramatic that some teachers complain t 
can't even fin d  basal readers anymore. In addition, many new teachers say the ir ins tructo rs. 
o f  education no longer teach them how  to teach phonics, ju s t m en tion ing it in passing.



A d ^ b t e s  o f  w ho le  language insis t that i t  is i^ R h e  death o f
phonics, w h ich  remains an im po rtan t too l in  the too lbox. B u t there h  r l » »*•
is c lea rly  a d iffe rence in  priorities. C ritics feel tha t w ho le  language Mayoe Uiere s
overemphasizes "understanding," at the expense o f  accuracy and middle ground
correctness. A  1s t grader in  a whole-language c lassroom  cou ld
come home w ith  an essay fu ll o f "invented" spe lling  and fractured grammar-having receiv 
from  a teacher impressed w ith  the thoughts expressed and the ove ra ll use o f language. Son 
feel tha t sort o f  la x ity  w i l l lead to a generation o f  students w ho  never leam how  to spell prc 
Advocates o f the whole-language approach, by contrast, say that an overemphasis on rules 
learn ing has proven tim e and again to be s tif lin g -a n d  leads ch ild ren to see reading and w rit 
arduous and arcane chores, ra ther than as an in te resting way o f  gathering in fo rmation.

W h ich  ph ilosophy o f instruction w il l  w in  out? Research s trong ly  indicates that students w il 
most successfu l i f  a balanced approach is used: Teach phonics in  a systematic fashion, with 
con tex t o f  rea l stories. One ind ica tion  that this may be the wave o f the future: Some publish 
beg inn ing to produce textbooks that f i l l  the b ill.

G l o s s a r y  T e r m s

•  basal readers •  illjtg ragy
•  basic sk ills  •  standards
•  curricu lum

F r o m  E d u c a t i o n  W e e k ' s  A r c h i v e s

■#t ’’A W a r n f  W nrrk- W hn lft f .anpuage Under Siege." Karen D iegrauelier, M arch 20,195 
Teachers react to recent trends that mandate schools to inc lude d irec t instruction (i.e., phon: 
reading. W ith  sidebars:

•  "The Best o f Both W orlds." M oun tin g  em p ir ica l research s trong ly suggests that ra; 
ch ild ren  need e xp lic it phonics instruction, lead ing experts to believe that a combina 
phon ics and who le  language may be the m ost e ffe c tive  w ay to teach the beginning 

ate Balance." A t Fairland E lementary School in  Maryland, ist-grade teacht 
G renon blends the elements o f whole-language instruction  w ith  the basic sk ills  that 
m any experts believe beg inn ing readers need.

"E ffec tiveness o f  C lin ton  Reading Plan Questioned." Feb. 26 ,1997. M any educators quest: 
prospects fo r  success o f President C lin ton 's p lan to stamp ou t the reading problems o f U.S

"Ca lif. T e x t A dop tion  Puls Emphasis on Phonics," Jan. 15 ,19 9 7 . The state school board h 
o f f  its e ffo r t to im prove achievement w ith  a renewed emphasis on phonics in the nation's la 
textbook adop tion fo r English-language arts.
"The Dec line  o f  L ite racy." J. M a rtin  Rochester, M a y  15, 1996. Commentary: A  college prc 
a ttribu tes in fe r io r lite racy o f today ’s college freshmen to ove ra ll lowered standards, a de-en' 
accuracy in  w ritin g , and a watered-down de live ry  o f  lite ra ture in  language arts education.

"Standards fo r Language A rts A re U n v e ile d ^  Karen D iegraue lier, M arch 20. 1996. Report 
document released by NCTE  and IR A , a d ra ft o f the m uch talked-about English standards.
"Lea rn ing English-Language Arts." M arch 20, 1996. A  lis t o f  vo lun tary national standards 
by N a tiona l C ounc il o f  Teachers o f Eng lish and Independent Reading Association tor heigh 
lite racy among school-aged children.
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O n  t h e  W e b
The G reat Debate Revisited. A r t Levine, in  The Atlantic Monthly , December 1994. Conten 
between proponents o f the "meaning firs t" and the "phonics firs t" approaches to lite racy goe 
more than a century. Tha t the fo rm e r is now in the ascendant, the author argues, should be <. 
concern.
English: W ha t Students Need T o  L eam . Created by Teachers College, C o lum b ia  University 
paren t- friend ly guide gives some basic goals fo r any student o f Eng lish and ways that, paren 
help re in fo rce learn ing in  the home.
The W ho le  Language FAQ : .Answers to F requently Asked Questions. Answers to question.* 
"W ha t are good b^oks to read on w ho le  language?" are answered by subscribers to the Teai 
A pp ly in g  W ho le  Language D iscussion L ist, an on line m a ilin g  lr, _

1994 Reading Report Card. A  status report from  the N a tiona l Assessment o f Educational P 
Am ong its find ings: The average reading p ro fic iency o f 12 th  grade students declined s ign ifi 
from  1992 to 1994.

•  The Art o f Teaching Writing , L ucy  M cC o rm ic k  Calk ins, Heinemann Press, 1994 
toward m idd le school teachers and deta ils C a lk ins ' development o f  the student-cen 
"w r it in g  workshop."

•  Clearing the Way , T om  Romano, Heinemann Press, 1987. Same school o f thoug 
Calk ins. Targeted to secondary teachers w ith  lesson ideas and supportive theory.

•  Emergent and Developing Reading: Messages for Teachers , Pamela Owen and Pt 
D um frey , eds., 1995. P rovides an in te rna tiona l perspective on how  ch ild ren leam

•  The Future o f Whole Language: Reconstruction or Self-Destruction , Susan Chur 
A rgues that teachers and parents need to take an active and c rit ic a l v iew  o f efforts i 
cu rricu lum  (pa rticu la rly  language arts) reform .

•  The Literacy Dictionary: The Vocabulary o f Reading and Writing , Theodore L. H 
R ichard E. Hodges, eds., In te rna tiona l Reading Associa tion, 1995. A  reference to 
chang ing te rm ino logy o f language arts pedagogy.

•  Understanding Reading: A Psycholinguistic Analysis o f Reading and Learning to . 
Sm ith, Frank, L. E rbaum, pub lisher, 1994. P sycho lingu is tic  theory on how ch ild i 
read by one o f  the leading educators in  support o f  whole-language instruction.

R e l a t e d  O r g a n i z a t i o n s

International Reading Association 
National Center for the Study o f Wnnng and Literacy. 
National Council o f Teachers of.English 
Ngiio n ai WtjUng-Ecaiesa



T h e  N a t i o n a l  R i g h t  t o  R e a d  F o u n d a t i o n

'IONICS LEGISLATION AND STATE REGULATION 
APPROVED IN 1996.

OHIO SB 230 (1996) [Excerpt]
Section 3319.24 A s used in  this section: ( 1 )  "cou rsework in  the teaching o f  reading" means coursework that includes 
tra in ing in  a range o f  ins truc tiona l strategies fo r teaching reading, in  the assessment o f reading skills, and in the 
diagnosis and rem ed ia tion  o f reading d iffic u ltie s ; (2) "phon ics" means a through, exact, concentrated, sequential 
system fo r teach ing ch ild ren  to read o r enunciate by learn ing the usual sounds o f  the alphabet's letters and the 
blend ing o f  the sounds. Phonics a lways includes the techniques o r practices used to teach ch ild ren to match letters o f 
the alphabet w ith  the spec ific sounds they represent Such techniques and practices are in troduced incrementally, 
log ica lly  and systematica lly, and then tho rough ly practiced as the ch ild  is trained to translate those w ritten  sound 
symbols in to  the exact w ritten  and spoken language those symbols represent so that the ch ild  can read and spell.

Note: There was an emergency conference comm ittee meeting called to deal w ith  the "de fin itio n  o f  phonics." The 
Ohio C ounc il o f Teachers o f  Eng lish  &  Language A rts  "had a problem w ith  the e xp lic it de fin ition  o f phonics in the 
House B ill. "  The above d e fin it io n  may have been changed in  the fina l legis la tion, but we recommend other states 
model what was agreed to in  the f irs t conference comm ittee report. Fo r more in fo rm a tion  call: Judi Hahn (5 13 ) 
232-5625.

X IFORN IA  AB 170 (1996) [Excerpt]
Section 1. Section 60200.4 is added to the Education Code, to read: instruction materia ls that i t  adopts fo r 
mathematics and read ing in  grades 1-8, inclus ive, are based on the fundamental sk ills  required by these subjects, 
includ ing, bu t no t lim ite d  to, systematic, e x p lic it phonics, spe lling, and basic com puta tiona l skills.

(b) I t  is the in ten t o f  the Leg is la ture that the fundamental sk ills  o f a ll sub ject areas, inc lud ing systematic, e xp lic it 
phonics, spe lling, and basic com puta tiona l sk ills , be inc luded in  the adopted cu rricu lum  fram eworks and that these 
skills and related tasks increase in  depth and com p lex ity  from  year to year. I t  is the in ten t o f  the Legislature that the 
instructiona l materia ls adopted by the State Board o f Education meet the prov is ions o f  this section. For more 
in fo rm a tion ca ll: A ssem b lym an Steve B a ldw in  (9 16 ) 445-3266.

California Reading Program Advisory (1996) [Excerpt]
Systematic, E x p lic it Phonics--This term  refers to an organized program where letter-sound correspondences fo r 
letters and le tte r c lusters are d ire c tly  taught; blended; practiced in  words, w o rd  lists, and w ord fam ilies; and practiced 
in it ia lly  in tex t w ith  a h igh percentage o f  decodable words linked to the phonics lesson. Teachers should provide 
prompt and e xp lic it feedback.

In reading fo r meaning, s k il l fu l readers m ove the ir eyes through text le ft to righ t, line  by line, and word by word. 
W ith  the excep tion o f  sho rt fu n c tio n  words, such as a, on, of, and any, they a lm ost never sk ip  o r guess. Instead, 
they fixa te  on very nearly each and every w ord o f  text. Further du ring  the frac tion  o f  a second that they do so, they 
take in-- and must take in—a ll o f its letters, translating them to speech sounds on the ir way to evok ing the word's 

rning.
These w ord recogn ition  processes are fa r too rapid and automatic fo r s k il lfu l readers to be aware o f  them. 
Nevertheless, the ir rea lity  has been broad ly con firm ed through a varie ty o f techno log ica lly sophisticated research 
methods w ith  mature readers, in c lud ing  eye-movement recordings and brain-imaging techniques. In terms o f
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instruction, these find ings carry a c r it ic a l im p lica tion. To  become s k il l fu l readers, ch ild ren must leam how to decode 
words instan tly and effo rtless ly. I t  is fo r  th is reason that ch ild ren must be taught in it ia lly  to exam ine the letters and 
le tte r patterns o f every new w ord  w h ile  reading.

lila r ly , w h ile  p rac tic ing phonetic decoding, ch ild ren must not be taught to sk ip  new words o r guess the ir 
meaning. W h ile  the in te rp re ta tion o f  te x t depends in teg ra lly  on context, the recogn ition o f its words should not. 
Research reveals tha t on ly poor and d isab led readers re ly  on con tex t fo r w o rd  id en tifica tion  (Stanovich, 1980). 
Conversely, poo rly  developed know ledge  o f spe llings and spelling-sound correspondences is found to be the most 
frequent, deb ilita ting , and pervasive cause o f  reading d if f ic u lty  (B ruck, 1990; Perfette, 1985; Rack, Snow ling, &  
Olson, 1992; V e llu tino , 1991). Y oung readers must deve lop fast, accurate decod ing skills; and research verifies that 
they are much more lik e ly  to do so i f  they receive a good programs o f phonics instruction.

The role o f e ffe c tive  phonics ins truc tion  is to help ch ild ren understand, apply, and leam the alphabetic p rinc ip le  and
conventions o f  w ritte n  language The most e ffe c tive  phonics instruction  is e xp lic it- th a t is, taking care to c la r ify
key points and p rinc ip les fo r students. In  add ition, it  is sys tem atic- tha t is, i t  g radua lly bu ilds from  basic elements to 
more subtle and com p lex patterns. The goa l is to convey the log ic  o f the system and to in v ite  its extension to new 
words that the ch ild ren w i l l  encounter on the ir own. F o r more in fo rm a tion  call: D ianne Lev in  (9 16 ) 657-5236.

NORTH CAROLINA (Chapter 716, Senate Bill 1139) (1996) [Exerpt]
Section 8.1. The State Board o f Educa tion shall develop a comprehensive p lan to im prove reading achievement in the 
pub lic  schools. The plan sha ll be fu lly  in tergrated w ith  State Board plans to im p rove  student performance and 
promote loca l f le x ib il ity  and e ffic iency. The plan shall be based on reading instructiona l practices fo r w h ich  there is 
strong evidence o f effectiveness in  ex is ting  em p irica l sc ien tific  research studies on reading development.

Section 8 .2 . . . .  The General A ssem b ly believes that the firs t, essential step in  the com p lex process o f learn ing to 
read is the accurate p ronunc ia tion o f  w ritte n  words and that phonics, w h ich is the know ledge o f relationships o f the 
c,m bo ls  o f the w ritte n  language and the sounds o f the spoken language, is the most re liab le approach to a rriv ing  at 

accurate p ronunc ia tion  o f a p rin ted word. Therefore, these programs sha ll include early and systematic phonics 
instruction.

Section 8.3 In  o rder to re fle c t changes to the standard course o f study and to emphasize balanced, integrated,
and e ffec tive programs o f reading in s truc tion  that include early  and systematic phonics instruction, the State Board o f 
Education, in  co llabo ra tion  w ith  the Board o f Governors o f The U n ive rs ity  o f  N o rth  Caro lina and w ith  the North 
Caro lina Assoc ia tion o f  Independent Colleges and Univers ities, shall rev iew , evaluate, and revise current teacher 
certifica tion standards and teacher education programs w ith in  the institu tions o f  h igher education that provide 
coursework in  reading instruction.
Section 8.4. Loca l boards o f education are encouraged to rev iew  and revise ex is ting  board polic ies, local curricula, 
and programs o f  pro fessional deve lopm ent in order to re flec t changes to the standard course o f study and to 
emphasize balanced, integrated, and e ffec tive  programs o f  reading instruction that include early and systematic 
phonics instruction. F o r more in fo rm a tio n  call: Representative M ike  Decker (9 10 ) 595-3005.

WISCONSIN (AB 237) (1996)
Section 1 . 1 18 . 19  ( 1 1 )  o f  the statutes is created to read: Beg inn ing  on Ju ly 1, 1998, the state superintendent may not 
issue or renew a license that authorizes the ho lder to teach reading o r language arts to pupils in any prekindergarten 
class o r in any o f the grades from  kindergarten to 6 unless the app licant has successfu lly completed instruction 
preparing the app lican t to teach read ing and language arts using phonics. The instruction need not be provided as a 
separate course. In th is subsection, "phon ics" means a method o f teaching beginners to read and pronounce words 
by learning the phonetic value o f letters, le tte r groups and syllables. For more in fo rm a tion call: Representative Glenn 
G rothman (608) 264-8486.

WASHINGTON (HB 2909) (1996)
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New Section. Section I. A  new  section is added to chapter 28A.300 RCW  to read as fo llow s:

( 1 )  The center fo r the im provem en t o f  student learning, o r its designee, shall develop and im p lem en t a process fo r 
iden tify ing  programs that have been proven to be e ffec tive  using sc ien tifica lly  va lid  research in teaching elementary

ients to read. The iden tifica tion  process shall be designed to be ongoing un til December 31,2000, and shall a llow  
w-Jitional programs to be rev iewed a fte r the in it ia l iden tifica tion  o f programs.

(2) In id en tify in g  e ffe c tive  reading programs, the Center fo r the Improvement o f Student Learn ing, o r its designee, 
shall consu lt p rim a ry  education teachers, state-wide reading organizations, ins titu tions o f h igher education, the 
comm ission on student learn ing, parents, legislators, and o ther appropriate ind iv idua ls and organizations.

(3) In id en tify in g  e ffe c tive  reading^u'ograms, the fo llo w in g  c rite ria  shall be used: (a) whether the program has 
achieved documented results fo r students on va lid  and re liab le  assessments; (b) whether the results o f the program 
have been rep licated at d iffe ren t locations ove r a period o f  time; (c) whether the requirements and specifications fo r 
implementing the program are c lear so that potentia l users can c lea rly determ ine the requirements o f the program and 
how  to im p lem en t it; (id) whether, when considering the cost o f im plementing the program , the program is 
cost-effective re la tive to o ther s im ila r types o f  programs; (e) whether the program addresses d iffe r in g  student 
populations; and o ther appropria te c rite r ia  and considerations.

(4) The in it ia l iden tifica tion  o f e ffe c tive  reading programs shall be completed and a lis t o f the iden tified programs 
prepared by December 15, 1996. F o r more in fo rm a tion  ca ll: Representative Peggy Johnson (360) 786-7966.

TEXAS (Houston Independent School District - the Nation's 7th largest) PEER 
Report, co-chaired by former First Lady Barbara Bush and Dr. Barbara Foorman, 
University o f Houston. (1996)
" . . .  the more e x p lic it the ins truction  in  phonics, the greater the g row th and outcomes in reading. Specifica lly, even 
though ch ild ren  started the school year at the same low  levels o f  phono log ica l and w ord  reading skills, by the end o f 

year the ch ild ren  rece iv ing d irec t instruc tion  w ith  syntheuc phonics were at the 44th percentile, and children 
receiving a who le  language approach were a t the 27 th percentile ( i f  the teachers were trained by the researchers) o r at 
the 17 th  percentile ( i f  the teachers were trained by the d istric t). I t  is s ign ifican t that d irec t instruction brought 
econom ica lly  disadvantaged, low  ach iev ing first-and second graders close to the national average in  reading, whereas 
whole language instruc tion  placed students near the 25th percentile. Child ren scoring below  the 25th percentile are 
often iden tified  as reading disabled under trad itiona l d iagnostic criteria. This, one concludes that many children are 
disabled by  lack o f  exposure to e xp lic it instruction in  the alphabetic principle.

PEER Comm ittee recommendations include the fo llow ing :

D irect, systematic in s truc tion  in  phonem ic and phono log ica l awareness and letter-sound know ledge in  kindergarten 
and firs t grade.

D irect, systematic instruc tion  in the alphabetic code and b lend ing in Grade 1, where the opportun ity to master the 
p rinc ip le taught is m ax im ized by the use of: a) con tro lled vocabulary text, and b) ora l reading to a llow  the teacher to 
judge each student's decod ing au tom a tic ity  and fluency.

D irect, systematic instruction  in  regu la r spe lling  patterns in  Grade 1; exceptional patterns, morpho logy, and w riting  
conventions in G rade 2 and beyond.

For more in fo rm a tion  ca ll: PEER Comm ittee M em ber J im m y K ilp a tric k  (7 13 )  520-9715.

This information has been prepared by 
THE NATIONAL RIGHT TO READ FOUNDATION 

Tel: 800-468-8911
R e tu rn  to  H o m e  P a tre
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Serted 90 Ihey cm  b u r  oath athee; first-graders Jonathan Atari Uft, and Joshua Maraxcff take turns trading a booh aloud at Garfield Elementary School in  Everett. Students, placed in groups by ability, rather than grade level, 'art tested every eight weeks and mooed to new dosses as they progress.

A  n e w  c o n f l i c t  h a s  o p e n e d  i n  th e  p o l i t i c a l  w a r  o v e r  e d u c a t io n ,  w i t h  
s ta te  la w m a k e r s  d e b a t in g  h o w  r e a d in g  s k i l l s  a re  t a u g h t  A t  t h e  
s a m e  t im e ,  s c h o o ls  a re  t r y i n g  a  m i x  o f  m e t h o d s  t o  g e t  k id s  r e a d in g .
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1IMI« io n * - ’ EDUCATION
Ur JotAin* Ilnurs and Okmm Swot Sniltli Timet tUiff trporlm

Reading time U mvioWite at Ovtieid 
QotnenLiry in HvcreiL It's onfy « alight twRgentJoii to say it would take Mother 
Nature or an act of Cod to disrupt the 90- 
minnt* period devoted to reading every 
morning.

There are uo field trip* or aaaembEcs. 
No announcements, phono calls or earth­
quake drills. Doctor* appointment* are 
Erovrned upoa

While the focus is single-minded, the 
instruct loo isn’t.

Kitts in one clnss bold llieir bands in 
front of their inouthi to fcci the air forced 
nut when they make the tound repre­
sented liy Ibo Icttci* "m»" —

In another, tbev’re treating a list of 
words with (lie letter* "aw.* More- 
advanced students work in teams answer­
ing queshata about a atory they've real 

And if* working; 81 percent of tboea 
who started the year at Garfldd are read­
ing at their grad* levels now, up from 67 
percent when the school year began.

*T chocked and rechedced those num­
bers. 1 thought surely I’d made a mis­
take," aaid Jan Weakley, the school’* 
reading facilitator.

Whafa happening it  Girfleld reflect* 
several truth* about reading in Puget 
Sound-area schools; Phonics a  alive and 
wed In the classroom. Schools are focusing 
on rending in a new and intensive wiy. And 
variety is key — there’s no one way to 
tcsdi that's guaranteed to reach every kid. 

Hut reading hat also become the new

ImMo

• ktys for suatssfid trading programs. A 12

Ibnioirow
• Hoio should teachers be trained to tsach trading? Legislators kavs ideas.
• How ths phonics battle has affected the Snohomish School District
hoot in a partisan war over education, a 
battle of bombast in which participants 
Job the worts "phonic*" and “whole lan­
guage" as code for conservative or liberal 
ertremirm.

Per **v u c  Heading n* a 12

Speech and Uognsgu pathetogbt 
Lores Bettos uses a puppet nan. At/it la introduce new sounds to Garfield first- and second-graders.
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P h o n i c s :  V f e  l o o k e d !  T h e n  w e  s a w  h i m  s t e p  I n  o n  t h e  m a i i  

V f e  l o o k e d !  A n d  w e  s a w  h i m !  T h e  C a t  I n  t h e  H a t !

A n d  h e  s a i d  t o  u s ,  “ W h y  d o  y o u  s i t  t h e r e  l i k e  t h a t ? ’

P honics caches students id decode w ads by 
sounding out individual leads rad syllables. ‘Voting 

readers are taught to tie sounds to leans, then break an 
unfamiliar word down Into i s  Individual sounds, and 
finally blend die sounds together ag?in into a word.

The Dr Seuss book T h e  Cat in the Hat" fa a  typical 
phonics primer The words ate generally easy to sound 
out. use predictable letter-sound combinations and 
cmphastre patterns and thymes.

READING
cgjmNUBD fbom P a c t 1

L State Rep. Marlin Appehviek, D-Seattlc, 
lor example, suggested to reporters recently 
that the push (or phonics in the state 
Lqgbhture is an attempt by conservative* to 
funnel money out of public schools and into 
private religious schools.

On the other side, an Everett teacher 
evoked cheers and gasps from the audience at 
a fecent legislative hearing by saying proudly: 
Tm  i  Democrat and I stin aupport phonics "
LowtnahecB pushing phonics

Die main battlefield this legislative ses- 
sjoc is KB-2419, introduced by state Rep. 
Peggy Johnson, K-Shelton. ft is widejy 
assumed the bill w ill pass the Boom this 
week and move to the Senate.
’ The bill would establish resonrce omUrs 

where teachers could find information about 
ptiocics-bised reading programs, and set up 
a volunteer tutor system to help struggling 
readers in the dassroom.

But the aspect cd the bill that's causing 
the most furor among teachers—and that's 
dearest to Johnson's heart — is a section 
saying that if schools want atatefinxh to heip 
improve their readmg test scores, they must 
commit to using phonics-based training, 
which she believes will fix mistakes of the 
past

Even some opponents of Johnson's 
rthxtanUy acknowledge there were 
esobQng the years when thejrtlole-Un-

- bo<—•rec ■

was wide ly gpptiur—class- 
in their zeal ix  

moved from grade 
learning to read, 

on the Thom, new public 
scrutiny-dt reading test scores and the 
weighted a conservatiye political ateqda all 

e contributed to a resuiging interesl * • i - I.. l , . i .

page 
rooms that 
literature, si 
•to grade wil 

New resj

A  b a n k  o v e r  d ie

teacher, doesn't believe educators when 
they uy they're already tetching phonics, or 
teaching it the best way.

“There am many schools where teachers 
haven't had the tanning to do phonics prop­
erty, aod there arc many schools who are yet 
committed to doing only whole bngtafB and 
not doing systematic phonics," she said.

Jctuzaon admits the doesn't know exactly 
bow many schools might be teschrng it poor­
ly or not at all, bat “we see the low test 
scorns and know."

There's a right way to do phonics, Johnson 
said: "Direct ayatemitic instruction,' when 
teschos explain the 26 letters sod 44 sounds 
"and give than rules npfroot so they can 
decode the squiggly msd» on the page."

There's a wroog way, too, that teachers 
atiQ use, she said. That's more of a phonics- 
ss-ytxt-go method where tochers interrupt 
reading when they come acrou certain let­
ters or sounds, then explain the rulos, 
instead of giving chlldrea the rules opfienL

But Johnson has been sensitive to the 
outcry about a phonic* mandate. "Whole lan­
guage and phonics are important.' she said 
during a bearing on her bill hat moath. “I  am 
not ooe of those ooe-sirs-fits-aD people."

Srifl. rhe haa rankled rducatnrabyxeAamg

to delete portion* of b a  bill that wwdd limit to 
phonics training the aaaiatanoe that school* 
requesting help from the state could receive. 
Both Gov. Gary Locke and Terry Bergcson, 
the state supenntenrim of public instruction, 
befieve that while phonics a  an inyortant port 
of reading mstntetion, the decision about 
reading programs should be made by ihefivid- 
tal i&ihxts and adaooh, not pofiridans.

Bergeaoo a id the md Johnson aren’t so 
hr apart in tbdr views about bow to boost 
reading adngvemmt. "We both want every 
kid bo be a reader. 1 also want them to be 
thoughtful readers,” the said.
Tnawddng trwnria amergtog

Dozens of interviews with district and 
school officials and dassroom vjsiia to s half- icaea schools from Everett to Kent provided 
an ujxlose look at wtaal school* are doing 
about reading. Several tread* emerged:

* Virtually all schools devote eaae time 
to phonics, most intensely in kindergarten, 
first and second grades. In a December sur- 
vey by the Waahsagton Association of School 
Admimatrilocs, 91 percent of school diaoica 
statewide said they mdnded phonic* m  an 
integral pert of their reading programs. But 
the amount of time and the way phonics k 
taniht vary widely.

• More thin one reading program or cur­
riculum b used. Some schools have created 
their own programs, while ethers have bought 
packaged reading program from onmmeroiil 
vendors. Particularly popular here are 
Accelerated Reader, Reading Recovery, and 
Success For All, the program in use at 
Garfield Bementary in Erastt.

Ironically, a bill Johnsoa sponsored in 
1097- targeting beginning narfhig jnamrtim

Jtt Thurgood Marshs! Beraentaiy School in SoulkSeattle, Uacher  " 5T,
Nod HorcasiUu d rill* hMtrgartntrs in phonics in ths DISTAR program. ~

auy have done jost what she’s trying to 
adneve with her phonics ML Many schools 
need grant money attarhrd to that bill to try 
out oeseacch-basod programs with a atroog 
emphasis on phonics.

• Educators are ta firing a lot about read­
ing and rethinking how they approach it — 
and were doing to before lawmakers started 
talking about phonics most recently.

Garfield drew more than 150 vmtors last 
year, most of them teachers and principals 
wondering if such a program would work in 
their schools. A training tesjfoo on reading 
in the Lake Washington School District drew 
three times as many teachers a crgznizen 
anticipated. A session on readmg at a recent 
statewide education-reform conference was 
"jammed to the gills." Bergcson said. 
“People were hanging off the rafters."

• While school* strive for a balanced 
approach, there’* surprisingly little agree­
ment an the details of what that neana.

Should a good reading program inc&Rh 
snuU-gioup instruction, or instruction pyh.
wbofodasa? Do worksheets have a plat^ijnbecfiv.........

le  group.
good and poor readers? When introdudh;

not’ Should small groups be divided by-waffla 
levels, or should those groups have

the alphabet, should a teacher have a letter 
of-tbe-week approach, or is that too rigid?

This much is decided: The question i? n- 
longer whether to tesch phonics, but hcrvr— 
and bow much.

sR ifl to vrholo language
b  no California.

Thihqtate never went whole bp 
whole lanfeuge, a* critics say 
CaEfornia, where reading test scpfes pjpp) 
meted and whb-e the tta te jf l* rcorr£i 
begun back-ped "

But whole langiug&$aa been popol?.. 
here, a moytmciiptutbegaJkin the 1‘JSOiLi ■ 
a backlash arakw the kind of otritf pborik 
lessons poprffcr in the 70* that leathers — 
who arin rigid phonics approach thel 
andjdfi method — feared were numbing''

enr ~“     ■
<!nrin»ini» m na-v fmm fr.irherw' mllecn-
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I oe main o u t  itua (eguuauve y  
sn is HB-2419, .. educed by »uie-Rep, 

Peggy Johnson, R-Shelton. It is  Widely 
assumed the bQl will pass the H oyfe this 
week an&move to the Senate.
•• The bill would establish resound: centers 

where teadrerryyjuld find infarpution about
phonics-based 
a volunteer tutor 
readers in the dassroor] 

But the aspect oj^he 
the most furor aipohg ti 
dearest to JoJ 
saying that i  '

, and set up i stxuggtiog
that's causing 
— and that's 

>'t heart —Ns a section 
want state Md? to help

improve ltwr reading test scores, thdymust 
commit to using phonics-based trsittitjg, 

i the believes wOl fix mirtakcs ofit
ven some opponents of Johnson's bDl 

reluctantly acknowledge there were car ess­
es during the years when the whole-lan- 
gsage approach was widely popular—class­
rooms that ignored phonics in their zeal for 
literature, students who moved from grade 
to grade without ever really learning to read.

New research on the brain, new public 
scrutiny of leading test scores and the 
weight of a conservative political agenda all 
hive contributed to a resurging interest in 
teaching young readers the haste budding 
blocks (dreading.

In the elementary cimrooms in rtn« arcs, 
however, a phonics mandate impoeed by the 
Legislature is about u  popular as the notioo of 
ateacher nay cut. Some teachers siy they fed 
nervous: If lawmakers start (Editing how to 

' teach reading, whit next? Others are furious 
ami say the phonics backers dont rmdershod 
how complex the act of reading is.

'What if we told doctors you can only 
neat cancer with radiation? This is the same 
thing,' said Linda Sugimoto Tipps’, a 
Bellevue teacher and president of the 
Washington Organization far Reading 
Dmrelcpment, a statewide group of 2,700 
reifing teacher* tnd administrators.
Striking a balance

Those wbo actually teach kids to read say 
they barely recognize what they do in the 
ortoccish portrayal they hear coming from 
Olympia. Educators say the choice between 
whole language and phonics isn’t an either- 
or formula, and the best teachers have 
always taught phonics, even when they had 
lobe a bole sly about it. One approach does 
not—and should not—exdode the other.

Schools like Garfield arc the rule, not the 
exception, they say. They strike a careful 
balance in their reading programs, con­
sciously teaching the decoding skilb of phon­
ics and the wtnprehenskm skills associated 
with whole language.

Johnson, herself a former substitute

IUVUII | 1IAU U*C U4IIUIIK US UU puUtMl*
ctly, and there ate many seltools wlio are yet 
committed to doing only whole language and 
not doing systematic phonics," she said.

Johnson admits sire doesn't know exactly 
how ininy schools might be teaching it poor­
ly or not at all, but *wc see the low test 
scares and know."

Thae’a a right way to do phonics, Johnson 
said: "Direct systematic instruction,' when 
teachers explain the 20 letters aod 44 sounds 
"and give them rules upfront to they can 
decode tbs squiggly maria an the page:" 

There's a wrong way, too, that teachers 
still use, the said. That's more of a pborics- 
ss-yoo-go method where teachers interrupt 
reading mien they ccoe across certain let­
ters or sounds, then explain the rules, 
instead of giving children the roles uplroot 

But Johnson has been sensitive to the 
outcry about a phonics mandate. "Whole lan­
guage and phonics are important," she Hid 
during a bearing on her biB but month. “I  am 
not one cf thoae cneetzefifssB people." 

■Srifl. rhe haa nmllcd rrturxtnr* ty refusing

Dorens of interviews district and 
school officials and classroom visits to a tub- 
dozen retools from Everett to Kent provided 
an updo re look at what schools are doing 
about reading. Several trends emerged:

• Virtually all schools devote same time 
to phonics, most intensely in kindergarten, 
first and second grades. In a December sur­
vey by the Washington Association of School 
Administrators, 91 percent of school districts 
statewide said they included phonic* as an 
integral part of their reading programs. But 
the amount of time and the way phonics is 
taught vary widely.

• More than one reading program or cur­
riculum is used. Some schools have created 
their own programs, while ethers have bought 
parkagtd leading programs from conanercnl 
vendors. Particularly popular here are 
Accelerated Reader, Reading Recovery, and 
Success For AD, the program in use at 
Garfield Elementary in Everett.---

Ironically, a bill Johnson sponsored in 
1997 targeting beginning reading inatructkzi

IVOCl tlOTCUSUUS urun llinueT£UIHIC/i lit y w ,m „  ►«» u ,u „ u t  /-•-*<

may have done just what she’s trying to 
achieve with her phonics b ill Many schools 
used grant money attached to that bill to try 
out research-based programs with a strong 
emphasis on phonics.

■ Educators are talking a lot about read­
ing and rethinking how they approach it — 
and were doing so before lawmakers started 
talking about phonics most recently.

Garfield drew mote than 150 visitors last 
year, most of them teachers and principals 
wondering if such a program would work in 
their schools. A training session on reading 
in the Lake Washington ScboJ District drew 
three times as many teacher* aa organizers 
sntionted. A session an reading at r. recent 
statewide eduorion-iefocm conference was 
"jammed to the gHIs." Bergeron said. 
"People were hanging off the raftera."

• While school* strive for a balanced 
approach, there's surprisingly tittle agree­
ment on the details of what that means.

Basrv wom I T i l H am * Tress 
SanWo Bmwartary Scb*»l in Wat SsattU pairs older students with younger ones in th* Reading Buddies program.Hat, fifth-gnadtrBydi Lt'Tb.lefi, takes tuna reading a book vnih third-gmda Uarictl Garcia.

ShoutiNi good reading program inc 
smaU-groupmstiuaion, or instiurtiondgjhe 
whole dissrBajttriaheeb have 
not? Should srtudTfeKiups bedivided b)££jn 
levels, or should thoshswdups haveSslh 
good and poor readjrorwRtsivmtrodui*i)t’ 
the alphabet, sMulria teacher hro-q lef&r- 
cf-the-weejpapproach, or is that too I

uch is derided: The question is^b 
whether to teach phonics, but how— 

sod how much.
The shift to whole Ungu*S»

Washington is no California.
This state never went whole hojfjor 

whole language, as critic* sty was trfl&n 
California, where readmg teat Korea Qton- 
raeted and where the state has rec$jfly 
begun back-pedaling. "T

But whole language haa been pepejar 
here, a movement that began in the IWwSm  
t backlash against the kind of strict phonics 
lessons popular in the '70s that teacher* — 
who call s rigid phonics approach the&TJ* 
znd-kiQ method — feared were numbing to
rhiMnm.

Springing in put from teachers’ colleges, 
the whole-language movement is mose-of a 
philosophy th in e reading progranClt 
preaches engaging students with gocd litzra- 
tunc, copKKchcfltfcoQ t&Ilrtnd
using pictures and other context dues to fig­
ure out what words mean. Students leztn to 
read by seeing words in use, rather than by 
sounding than rot, this ptnlowophy goes.

Supporters ny  good practitioners af whole 
language also ffldude instruction in phonics, 
bow to sound ou individual letters aod sylla­
bles and blend than bode together into wtxds. 
Bui education it prone id fads — Bergeron 
calls it the "if-it’s-new-it’s-cocl" tendency — 
and in marry cases, phonics has gotten ihon 
shrift or been dropped altogether.

Sometimes, those wbo still taught phon­
ics felt oocnpeBal to keep it quiet A 20-year 
teaching veteran at Sanitlo Elementary in 
West Seattle recalls going to workshops in 
the '80s sod feeling she couldn't mention she 
was stil leaching phonics. Others frit they 
had to be secretive even in their own 
schools. If the principal walked in while they 
were teaching phonics, they'd switch to
fnfnrthi'pg

Whole language swept the textbook-pub­
lishing industry, too, and soma districts ludv 
hard time finding materials to help then, 
teach phonics.

The pendulum has dearly swung. Today, 
most district reading standards, as well as

COKTOralD ON HSZT VAC=

T V A  O  " D  eatliDg has become one o f the most Intensely researched areas in  education. Some o f tha t research lias
I I  1 ^  I I I  I . . z -Vnfckled out, slow ly to dassrocm teachers. But a good reading program seems to  be at least as m u d r
L X _ / — L /   common-sense as h lssoence. -The best schools tcnd.iohave.m any o f these nine c k m e S B io  com m on;
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Strih i b a lm u
' 'Those who actually teach tiiydo  read say 

they barely raxgnize what they do in the 
cutooniah portrayal they h « r  coming from 
Olympia. Educatofaasyth/choicebetween  
whole language aarpbcyfca isn't an cither' 
or formula, and t h r e a t  teachers have 
always taught phonipt e-ken when they lad  
to be a fittto sly abdut i t  Ohe approach does 
not —  *Dd ahoultfnot— eaxhsde the other.

Schools likp'tjirfieU are thebroJe, not the 
exception, JOey siy . They ttrikK* careful 
balance j6  their reading program), con- 

j  the docodmg sidOi c 
icS aod the rampf*jw»n «inn ikfili a 

f W f e  language.
/Johnson, herself t  former substitute''

how to sound out individual lett 1 sylU; 
Mm  and blend them back together unnwi 
But education is prone to fids — 
caHskt the ‘‘if-it's-new-it’s-coor ti 
and uWirry cases, phonics haa gqtien short 
shrift ohjbeen dropped altogether.

, those who stilLaught phon­
ics felt compelled to Veep it odieL A 20-yesr 
teaching vetkjan at Sanis^t Elementary in
West Seattle molls gi 
the ’80s and feeldgshe 
was atm teaching pi 
had to be aecreti 
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1  sub to Bwaaatsiy School in Wist SeattU pairs older students with younger ones in the Reading Buddies program.Here, fifth-grader Bych Le 1b, Itf, taka turns reading a book with third-grader Maricel Gordo.

: pendulum b it dearly smug. Today. 
t district reading standards, as wet^ss ( S I
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N i n e  k e y s  t o  s u c c e s s

D  eadinghss become one of the most intensely researched areas to education. Some of that research hat 
trickled out. dowdy; to daasooni teachers, But a good readmg program seems to be a: lean as much 

common  ague ** libacknarinie beat aefaocbrnd a  have may of these nine dements in mmmai:

‘Ffioneadc awareness
An emerging area at research 
nationally that, until recently, 
haa gotten little attention m thk th^
ability to heir the individual 

lounda that nuke up words: tuh-er-a . 
becomes tree. Children who can't hear 

ththose sqporate sounds are likely to have 
.'■"-trouble when it’s time to dodpber 
■ ‘written wads.' Spruce Primary School in Lynnwood 

hat adwayi considered itself a whofo- 
-• language school, but ku teachers, that's 

always meant they paid attention to 
- phono, too. This yew the/ve added a 
new program called Open Court to teach 

.'“.phonemic awareness in kindergarten.
Kindergarten teacher Jacbe Wells has 

s frog puppet on each hand to sitmrt ice a 
•< tew sound to her 16 student*: the V  that 
‘ "-Kxmda Eke 'ah.' She reads a stcsy about 

Bob the Frog, and hajooe puppet use a 
tongue depressor to eraminf tht throat 
of the other frog. "Wbst doe* the frog 
ray?" she taka.
. "Ah. ah. ah," the kids reply. They 

take buns drawing letters out of a brown 
bag to create words with the ah sound. 

*Mop, pot, sock.
*Some grasp reading by learning the 

parts, other* need to atart with the 
whole," said Principal Lynda Tripp in 
explaining her school'* eclectic 
approach. “We twitt and we torn to 
aocommodaie them/----

(Hi ran Hr ■nKKBd
While there'i hroad

tnowcotbenlao
leaehiD^ letter-sound 

relationships, bow cboaks 
is taught varies widely.

Sopy  break fnrn nunHeswm*
embedded in reading instruction that
l l^ n  t n r b n  a n A  nSh/w
reading akilli.

Others highlight the "deaxfiog" sltills 
of phonics 

Thurgood MarahaB Elementary in 
South Seattle has been uamg the 
cootrovenisl DISTAR (Direct 
Instruction System for Teaching And 
Remfriurico) program in Igndogaten 
and first grade since 1991. but last year, 
Principal Ed Jeferaoa looked at the 
school's Sagging test eases snd decided 
togoschoofwide.

That dedsica cost him a half-dozen 
teacher*, who objected to the highly 
scripted pbodcs program and quit 
Jefferson isn't apologjring

“It would be educational malpoctice if 
I continued with something that wasn't 
working" ho said. “When I  would aik 
teachaa how they Caught reading, some 
coukb't answer, or 1 got different 
answers.. . .  This brings a certain cader 
to the classroom."

Children are tested every five to 10 
lessons and assigned to groups baaed on 
their skill level.

_ .TtoEnfestineTirmcr^ kindergarten,!..

room, a email group is reading i  simple 
story. touching each word cs they aay ix 
aloud: He. Ate. A. Fig. Tinner daps out 
each word. She asks them to predict 
what they’ll see in the picture once they 
flip over their worksheets. That’s the - 
opposite of what a whols4mguage 
program wouM encourage—uamg the 
picture to help understand whit the 
wads mean.

Kindergartners have 8o resch Lesaoo 
<0 before they’re assigned their fiat 
readers.

Critics say DISTAR’s linear approach 
teha on mindless drills and bcring 
stones that may artifidaRy boost test 
scores in the short term, but doesn't 
show students bow to understand or 
eqoynfaat they read.

But Turner says it wodm. "I hare 
noticed first- and second-graders coming • 
back (to the kindergarten level) to leam 
the basics.. . .  I  have seen the results, 
the pride wben they first leam to read. 
Even their behavior changesshe said. 
“Tbtse kidi are not borei No way."

Whole-language practices—k£l» 
rearing to each other, teacher* reefing a 
story, kids cboosmg their own books— 
might work for some schools, Jefferson 
said, “hut, dam it, unless they bare the 
buic tkiHs to know how to read that 
book they choose. . .  How emit be 
child-centered when a child can't spell. . . 
caU’.f juat doa’tgetit-"-----------

GoodRttnbre
Bren those who bash the 
whctofanguafle movement
tend to agree it contributed
Dew understanding about 
how interesting stories with 

•• rkWydmra SJhutotkxM can book 
young readers.

At North HU Primary School in the 
Higbline School District, young students 
study evoyflting from sndent Egypt to 
Greek mythology as part cf the school's

"Core Knowledge" curriculum, iWigned 
to apose drildrea to global issues snd 
world history at a very young age.

Last month, second-graders 
decorated classrooms with Chinese 
Untems and read simple books abou t 
China to study Chinese New Year. While 
the anricuhms b not a reading program, 
it is designed to whet the learning 
appetites of young children auad make 
them nast to read taore.

Comprehension
Many teachers say this is the 
most important skiB they 
leach They envision phonics 
and decoding instruction 
indeed into a bryer program 

that beaches children how to evaluate, 
interpret and analyze what they rea l Kids 
shouldn't just leam to read, they aay; they 
should also read to leam.

At Sanislo Elementary School in West 
Seattle, Principal Karen Ho'o said students 
shouldn't juit focus on reading far fun, but 
also reading for information, a skill Ihe/U 
need to be successful la the working world.

Even for struggling readers, there's • 
dual focus on teaching understanding as 
well ss decoding. Third-grade teacher

Dennis Purcell recently sat at a table with 
seven young readers, helping them with' 
tongb words as they worked their way 
slowfy through a nonfid ion book about 
Martin Luther King.

"Now, look at the picture. Wbat do you 
think is happening there? Why do you think 
this is going on?" he asks. Purcell draws 
out each student, trying to help them 
analyze Che image cf a sit-in.

Those are just the lands of 
comprebenskm questions being 
emphasized on the state's tough new set of 
performance-based tests. Those tests imL-r 
dear thzt the state is putting a premium on 
understanding what words mean, not just 
how to recognize them.
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W h o l e  l a n g u a g e :

A  p u r p l e  m o n s t e r  l i v e s  i n  a  p u r p l e  h o u s e .  

A  s l o p e d  m o n s t e r  l i v e s  i n  a  s t r i p e d  h o u s e .

J K X  Thole language emphaazesstoty content to nan children on to reading.., 
*g*rgV Students are maxiragcd to lenm whole weeds at qqcc, by sight, through' 
S ^ n^ibcgitn vise.'Racheo use ovcsfard books with bwiiriful flhtsnarioDS tha: 
;2flJ>cure children's anendco. Students arc encouiagxl to use pictures Bcdiixha^ 
S S c coadliO  to 8gine out wfaatdie w ads mean.-

“W bae Do Moratas UveJ*— vmnen by Rozannc Ljnczak V/lDiaira and 
iflusnattd by Kathleen Dunnp— uses bright fltasmdons to chaw jn  the reader and 
repeats tmfamllur wends to build recognition. Those words are often ones not 
covered by the rules of prernmdirV ji cmphasgrd tn phonics.

•• • /y

S c i e n c e  4  

s u p p o r t s *

s o u n d ’ fi 
a p p r o a c h .

Bt Ken Lurem o D tx ta  U . Ptacx mmr i
Thi Batumrt Stm llMHi

NEWHAVEN.Conn.—A 
gigantic white magnrt filhtbo room 
and a email blood boy lies very stiH 

iL A great p in fH iia g b ^ i* ^ , 
f ie  the socar echo of a subemjjrap, 
begins as tbo msgnet goes tow iifl, 
taking picture# of the boy's hain.

Words flash oo a acreoa beJoots 
the child. He is saiced to d a d d ^y  
whether thowoods rhyme sndw b  
a Uittoo. Computers wturma^.-; 
proawsittg the bn in pictures 
the boy's rapoosea.
Together, the magnrt, the Y._.

- computers and steam of socrifiita 
and doctors are working to sd&cb'i?' 
one rf the grert myrieric* of ' 
humankind. r.rcJ1

They ate watching the body

With the cutting-edge tecbnSsgy 
of the nngpatiOHCTccpnceTmifo^ 
(MED device—commonly dBc3_ 
“the magnet"—scientists atlfile 
OnherntTi Center tor l r a n t j ^ ,  
and Attentioa have foncd a wifftfag oa the bnan. Through this Wat^ech 
porthole, they can see what their - 
predecessors had deduced by.<t 1 
studying children in  dassnxans:^
The bnm reads by breathy awdt
into sounds.

The scientists, led by Y a l e , ^  
phyxidans Sally and Bennett 
Sksywitz, have identified tbo p rtj. 
of the bain used in reading. By.. ,  
observing the low  of oaygcn-nST1 
Uood to working brain rWl» ifuy . 
hare found that people who kno*« 
how to sound out words can qgjffly 
proceas what they see. • ’

^up th* bra in -“51i,
> imagine 

rfthout tlto “kah"~iou“'L
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Ajutr Wans / Tn iumi Timu
tacdefgartaereot Thergood K n U I  Benstttay vt Seattle leant hrrtadiaingthephonic-based DISMRfDvtct Instruction Spstem for Hacking AndRemediation) - • - method: The system was firststsed in kindergarten andfirstgrade,tmtnote U employed Omnsgfumtthe school

' eomwuip nuw runout raoc

the state's "essential learning” standards, 
:y c i& a lly  mention phonics s s  one of the nec- 
'esrary pieces cf a reading program.
~  The shelve* at teacher-eupply stores tell a 
’itimilar story. Where the rack* uaed to be 
filled with whole-language-style litenture, 
baskvskill* and phonics material* are now oo
prrwninrnt (fijplzy.

" Fcr acme kxb, teachers say the litenture- 
based sppruadi vt whole h ostage works juit 
Tine. At Sanialo, Kathy Donnelly and other 
ffeachos kwed the emphasis on literature and 
’spent PTA money awl their own money to 
"ingment thar collections of good book*. "But 
’\*e were still not getting to tom e kids —  
jrnaybe half," she said

About two yean ago, the teacher* realized 
■ reluctantly they needed to make changes. “In 
{root of us, we taw these incredible things, 
kids developing a lore of books for the first 

4Jme," said Sanislo teacher Sherry Wicklund. 
■“But it didn't show up on paper."

Sanislo’s staff sat down as a group to bring

more focus to tho rearing prugmn. What they 
came cg> with fodndes a set of specific reefing 
goal* and a checklist of skffit to ba taught ar 
each grade level

Students are broken into email groapa 
baaed on their skill level*, and there's a 
stronger emphasis on phonics aed other fctsic 
reading skill* f ir  the poorest reader*

Earty result* are promising After a half- 
year of school, children on' avenge are 
demonstrating one to IK  years' growth in
tK̂ rr noting ahiliriw

Many, maybe most, schools hive reached 
the taros oondurion. In schools where teach- 
irg basic reading skiHj wasn't emphasised, it’s 
now solidly bade in tbe lineup.
The drfvw for reform

But nationally, and now in tbit state, the 
excesses cf the whole.language movement 
have spawned a backhsh.

There’s  new public presume oo educators to 
explain numbers like there: Fewer than half ot 
the fourth-graders wbo took tbe new statewide 
teat last spang reached the ttajxhzd in reading.

For the past two ye*s, tho state's foarth- 
mdere have tested barely above sveoge— 
n  the 62nd potentate — on the stsndmlizcd 
Congnhensive Teats of Basic Skills.

And one-third of Washington fourth- 
graders wbo took the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress, known aa “the nation'* 
report end,” (eQ below competence fctels in 
readmg in 199t Thtt't angbtly better than the 
national average.

Ptivate reading tutore are the ones parents 
often turn to when a child eooounter* reading 
problems fa school. Many are seeing an 
tnrrraring Dumber of struggling readers, and 
many blame s lack at phonics instruction at 
eariyages—or schools that drop phonics too 
early in a dnkf a education— for the ■create 
fa their business.

If teadmg children to read is tbe first busi­
ness of tbe primary grades—some would sqr 
the only thing tbstreaOycoants—why bps so 
many schools faffing?

“We lost our common sense for awhile. 
We’re getting it back now,” Bergeson said.

People are frustrated with educators ask­

ing far tbe public to trust them, she acknowl­
edge*. "We have bad mediocre test scores. 
We're not doing a good enough job- It's what 
drove reform la tbe first place.”

But the answer is not “far mo to pat on my 
phonlce police uniform and go out to the 
schools and count the number of boure they 
speod* on phonics, she mid.

She says the changes launched by the 
Education Reform Act of 1993 are in motion, 
working to make up for past mistake*, and 
potiticiant should let that prooes* play ouL 

"The thing that drives me a ir y  is the 
amount of underestimation by legislators 
about the amount of work that's going oo out 
there."

Jolajnt Haute's phone n tom t number is 
206-464-3122. Her e-mail mUrva it; 
jkuH-MW &u<U>jn<3Mjm

D ionu Seancty's phone message Member is  
253-946-3977. tie r  e-m ail addnas is: 
du&nmSpuatimtSMnn

u ic  uuy o m p u u a t * .
Together, the magni

i and a team of scientists 
and doctors are working to s 
one ofthc great mysteries^ 
humank

) watching t
read.

With thi 
of tbe mag 
(MRDdenceV 
"the magnet"'
Univertity|s f  
tod Attention haV 
an the brain. 1 
porthole, they a 
predeceeeors/

i Many
3 technology

JvcalkiL 
ntiso at.Yale 

rfarLesnung^,
‘ und a window 

i this higbr-fiih 
sw hattbgr,,.

studying ch 
Thebranr  fatoe jbyt
phyaaaad* Sally siad 1 
Sharywhfc have identified tfiepjigtj 
cf tbe Jfcrfn used in reading. Ky’" 

hg the flow o f oxygen-lij 
) working brain a lls ,  tb 

5 foand that people who knpJi 
r to soand out words can r 

»What they see .

~ Lighting up the bvarin ~3i\  
These readers, asked to imi&mie

"cat* without the "kah" sound___
reatfily summon *aL* And theJMBI 
photographs show their brain*//./, 
lighting UpCkepillbttP rmrhirv»^^ 

Conversely, tbe brains cf pcg^Je 
wbo can't sound out words oftep 
look different oaM R l pictures • 
There is le u  blood flow to t h e j f !  
language centers of the brain antl.'.in 
some case*, not nmch activity. - 
evident at a il Sdcntists are no^Aire 
why this is or what it  means. 
simply put, without the ahffity. tgw.- 
ooond out words, tbe brain is—  
stumped. . .b. •
. Research conducted over tfSril 
past 20 years under tbe legirtiftlfo  
Matiooal Institntes o f Health m'7ui 
Bethesda. Md, has docum ented,.
Krmihr m nftnqinrwr ChikhrCH
to understand the sounds of the' 
English language and sound-Iettew’ 
relarionahips— known aa*phorucs" 
— before they can team  to read. For 
•cxne, this comes naturally; otfria  
must be taught „"H, ,

What's more, NIH^pomonM;. „ 
studies are finding that at least 96 % 
percent of even the poorest readers 
can leam to read at grade levd T f _ 
they are grren earty and proptf.' •• 
instruction in nound-letter . 
refatioaihiD*. ~

) shows that m ortal 
> doo't teamtprdad  

properly 6?Tlttalg™tc-Sre hk^ly,tp 
be poor readersDtti^whole l iv e s /  
N B I ie s p a r ^ n o w c a b s ^ r ' .' '  ' . 

^problems a major put) 
ilth threat

6
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aui graue levet 
Students are broken into small groups 

hived on their ild ll levels, snd there's 
summer emphasis 00 phonics and other baj 
reading skills lor tho poorest leaders.

EarlKrevulU are promising; Alter 
year of Ichool, children 00 avenge are 
demorutriting one to IK  ycare^growth is 
tbetri

Many, ma^be most, tchooja'have readied 
the same coodhsion. fa scbpSti where teach­
ing bade reading skills w ipft rmphtitired, it’s 
now solidly back i
Tho drtve for

But turionsl]yvfnd novKin this stale, the 
excesses of theyfrhcJe-fcmgusge movement 
have spawned

There’s np6 putte pressure orhducatai to 
explain Dcpdfcers Sie these; Fewer tfisj hah cf 
the foup&gukrs who look tha new 
test fee qpring retched (he stsxkd in

(tensive testae :Skills.
M hne-third of V.-iiington fourt 
1 who took the National Asseasmenyutv 1 

EducatiooaJJ’rogreaa, known as "the natfon’s 
report cud.'Vdl below competence kvjds in 
reading in fRult That's slightly better thui the 
national 
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often turn to 
problems fa 
increasing number 
many blame a lack 
eariyages—or 
early in a child's 
in their business

If teadimgdlSdren to resttoutbe first busi­
ness of Umpftmuy grades—shine would say 
the only/Eng that really oouuts J^wby are so
rrcnw-rf-finril* failm£?

ve lost our common tense /J^iwbilc. Vfi'rc getting it hack now,"
•likcfle arc frustofed with

f tutors are the op4i parents 
Va child encopmers reading 
ql. Many/fare seeing an 

[ readers, and 
1 Instruction at 

t drop phonks too 
-fix the iterate

reform in Uie fast place." 
le answer is not “for me to puvOn my 

phoaihs police uniform and go our to the 
schools arid count the number of (jours they 
spend’ otfdionics, she said.

She saykthe changes launched by the 
Education Rcfcxm Act of l&Crare in motion, 
working to make up for poll mistaken, and 
politicians aboukHet that rahcesi play out 

‘ The thing thaVdrivj&i me enry is the 
amount of undereatimation by legislators 
about the amount of mkk that’s going 00 out 
there.’
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ReadhcMock •• •;* •
Morning r i reading timehi the typical 
Pugel Sound danentaiyBChooLMs^y... 
arederotkigaaiagfcasmkef tn ^ ljfa n , 1 
. 90 mfaules to 3 t o n  a &gr, tdUjitt •.
reading.

And readngimT just the work of the dassroom' , . 
teacher anymore. librarians, computer, raufo and*n)wwaLrAiraKm cnr*~rkV-*w\rv^jnfi. . , . ........
'teachers all we being called on to help teach reading.' .

A playfal approach
Leaning to read is hard wok, tut that doesn’t 
mem it can't be fun. Many schools try to keep 
a sense of humor as they tcsch reading.

At North H21 Primary, teachers and 
members of the the Farent-Tearher-Student 

Association orgmired a rad-ct-horoe incentive program 
they called "Froemobile Night."

Students were atked to keep their TV* off and their 
hooka open one night bst month. The principal, a perent 
'and a teacher piled into a van and drove to selected homes 
to check up 00 the students!, standing outside with balloons 
and a buDhom, calling for the child to oome out with book in 
hand to show they were readmg and receive a paite.

During reading time m schools around the area, you may 
see ttrakmli tinging. dancing, dapping, miming words or 
tracing lettcn in the air. Some schools use magna-doodle 

'’Writing boards or magnetic poetry, have children crate 
their own states or change the endings of stories, bold 
family pajama parties at school to encourage reading, Icing 
in Sonics basketball stars and other luminaries to read 
lories aloud.

R m k Bb b croups
Many schools have 
moved arway from 
wbofo-grcup 
taotructfafi during 
reading time. They ttytfttt ofrcn mf^nt

woddng with a few itudents in one 
part cf tbe rocsn whia everyone - 
dse did *huiy work” at tbecr de^is.

Now, many teachers fsvor 
(phnkg dasses to» two or thrst 
■naB groups.

Many schools also group those 
students by ability, so the best 
readers sre is eoe smaE gruqp, the 
poocest readers m another. A key 
compooest of tbe Suocess For AO 
mogmm at Everett’s Garfield 
Elementary, now in its seccmd year, 
UpOtkg students into ability 

■ groups, regardless of their grade 
IcveL Those stndents are tested 
eveiy eight weeks and moved to 
new dasse* a they progress.

That hts been a controversial 
practice, with sane arguing it’s a 
farm of tracking that keeps the bw- 
perfoomng children from teeing 
role amdeb in the better readers.

Bat Garfield teachers say it lets 
teachers lero in on each child’s 
reading trouble spots, boosting up 
the poor readers while lettmg 
advanced students move forward at 
their own pace.

Wrttfeg: V ;  •■ 1. • • , v  ' y ,» : n'P* ■ *i< , •»/•liany teadjen amxidcr. .pbcnkskssoQmdagmML . . .I . writing an integral psrt^;"'. , At Phan ton Lake filrmcntaiy in' s cdkamncto teadBodjp. BeBarae,firet<nda»jn the Hading ;Tieaveitttroaghthdr.V ,}■ Becovery pcwjsrowritespsngrapb ‘ instrnrtfoa WhQc afteresar 6xf ilessoo, inaxpoahngpsrenfaimTafadPBttoBotionofyVi (he vowel sounds or enowmara ■ *inrentad speOiag’-—letriag.y i*| t /oomtimstions.they leam etriaer into'.i<tiUreB^tiw<i^without:>^-A“ 4-'tbeii-writmgs.Becansei*ieteacher- •* correcting mistakes—aome;\|'v‘,.,‘;- soperrisci one ddd,<rrgyword and eduQtcoaay letting chfldren BpeJa,; hcsrlyevcry letter of the psragraph • wrod tbe-way k soond* israJlri ̂  .ssaaefidbrecnUmierd sod dfacsssrtl
• ■... ' i . . . )  i.1 r'dt.vSjliig^iai**!;!,;' ,  ,<i.|j,b»,.l^ i ai*: * /■

ExJra botp for stnigsBnf readers
From before* and aAer- 
school rearSog choics to 
ooe-oo-ooe tutoring, 
dnfaren for srbon reading 
n  difficult oAea are the 

focus cf special attention.
Qukfrai at Phantean Lake 

Elementary can move at school 40

minutes eariy for a "Read fan" to 
receive extra hefo with reading or to 
tmrplyparticfaaremreaiding-celiXed 
programs.

For four years, Phaotnm Lake has 
used Heading Recovery, an intensive, 
oae-ocKioe reading program for 
struggling firstgrsders.

—Joiayiu Uomtx and Diontu Seaxfj

Education Hotfine
■p’ducawa fa a coven®: priority of The Seattle Uraes. If yotf Ve j£>t a snxy 

tip, comment or suggestion on education co v trs ^ or a question for our 
Education Q&A cohmm, please call our Education Hotline at 206-464-3339. 
Or contact education editor Bill Ristow by fax at 206-464-2261 or by e-mail 
atbtimew@seaiimes.com—  .........................................
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of the 

sound-letto’ 
U  "phonics" 
to read. For otBm \

similar coi 
to undentin'English
relationships —
—before they 
some, this 
must be tai 

What;
6tudiepdre finding that at 

tofcvcn the poorest! 
flearo to read at grade 1 
»sregr . , early snd ( 

j t  .. un&ietter ipa
Research shows Uwf mo6t.~7j>. 

ctukten who don’t lesrn to repd'j 
[roperiy by ttod grade are Hit tdy^o 
be poor readers their whole liv ig ^ 
NIH B f lM t e a  now coaaider* 
reading problaos a wuoorpubbc- 
health threat.

For yeus, such scientific 
research h u  been ignored by 
educators. T* {

“The gap that easts between^ the 
levd of knowledge sod whatvre* 
bare implemented of that 
knowledge all across the board is 
niaolctely nrfal aad sad," saysSaDy 
Shaywltx, a pedatrfciaiKd enlist 
involved in reading research fdT 
shnoet two deade*. “It wouldJte s 
tremendous tragedy U, knowjjg 
what we know dwut bow chiklren 
learn, (Oof knowledge) were n it  pat 
to wade.’  ^
*H »  k * y  Is  th e  rig h t snti£ l 

Over the past IS years, G. Rpid 
Lyon, s neuropsycbologist m charge 
cf the NDTs reading research,- sod 
his colleague* have observed more 
than lOtOOO children and have.« 
puNnhfd more thin 26 bookaand 2,000 artkfas in their quest toil, ixxjrtx why sane children xwpd 
with ease and others do not M 

And they hire studied the yqpya 
tbit children leam. using pure
phonics, pure whole-language-,
programs sod canhimtions of both.

Their coodwrom Childrenleam 
to rad best if they're first give® 
"phooemfrawsrenas* training fa 
tbe soanda of the language sndfben 
taught the letter-sound telatiopjhips
of tradhiooal phonia. All along, 
teachers should also eapoao •rt 
children to literature by readmg to 
them snd grrmg them interesting 
books to read as in the whole- 
Imguigo method. ^

'To rad  the English language, 
there is no way to get around the 
fact that you have to decode It,*.
Lyon says-Tbc key is tbe right mix and that youstait early."
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By ROBERT GREENE
The Associated Press

WASHINGTON — Vir­
ginia’s governor, James 
Gilmore, meant to shock his 
audience this month wnen he 
reported that as many as one- 
third of would-be teachers in 
the state flunked a national 
test of basic reading, writing 
and mathematics.

If it was bad news for Vir­
ginia, it was worse for the na­
tion. Virginia has the coun­
try’s highest cutoff score for 
the Praxis I, used in 20 states 
to screen teacher-college 
candidates and beginning 
teachers. Scarcely more than* 
half the students who took 
the test nationwide would 
have made the Virginia cut.

Last year, Alaska’s Legis­
lature passed a law requiring 
all new teachers to pass a 
standardized test before get­
ting a state certificate. The 
law goes into effect July 1 
this year.

“Virginia students would 
be doing much better than 
the national average,” said 
Charlotte Solomon, in charge 
of the Praxis examinations 
for the Educational Testing 
Service, a priva. company 
that supplies th. rests to 
states. “It begs the question 
of whether it’s good enough."

Around the country, state 
education officials are asking 
whether tests of general 
knowledge and of specific 
subjects are rigorous enough 
to ensure that able people be­
come teachers. The issue has 
risen in importance because 
of widespread efforts to raise 
standards for what children 
should know and be able to 
do.

For some states, it means 
setting standards for the first 
time.

Last October in New 
Hampshire, the board of edu­
cation voted to adopt Praxis I 
starting this fall after years 
of opening the profession to 
anyone with a college- teach­
ing degree who could find 
work. Democratic Gov. 
Jeanne Shaheen vetoed legis­
lation that would have re­
quired the tests for teachers 
whn alreadv have iobs.



J A C H E ^ S . t o . V c u l d - b e  e d u c a t o r :  f l u n k  P r a x i s  t e s
t lfS . Among those being ex­
amined is a 120-question, gen­
eral knowledge test for begin­
ning teachers that covers so-

| Coniinued from Page A-t

Many states use Praxis I or 
more advanced tests in the 
Praxis series used to certify 
graduates for general knowl­
edge. professional skills and 
subject knowledge. Some 
states have their own tests.

Explanations vary on why 
scores are low, but poor pay 
tops the list,

"It clearly holds back who 
it is that's entering," said Gor­
don Ambach, executive direc­
tor of the Council of Chief 
State School Officers.

Teaching has become less 
attractive for women and mi­
norities since barriers to oth­
er, more lucrative and presti­
gious jobs have been lowered.

Education officials also 
point out that not everyone 
with low test scores goes on to 
teach or even get an educa­
tion degree.

In Pennsylvania, education 
officials are beginning to 
r.i'se i he bar for a number of

cial studies, math, literature 
and the arts, and science.

"We have a relatively high 
pass rate, but as we look at 
the exams and we look at the 
cut scores, we're not con­
vinced that it is a meaningful 
exercise," said Michael Poli­
akoff, a deputy secretary of 
education. Nearly 91 percent 
of would-be teachers who 
took the general knowledge 
test last fall passed it.

But most of the test-takers 
scored just about at the na­
tional average of 657 on a 
scale of 600-695. The state 
passing score is 644, close to 
that of several other states. 
The highest cut score of any 
state is 649 in Maine, New Jer­
sey, New York and Rhode Is­
land.

Like other critics, Poli­
akoff says rhf national aver­
age would l<«i|' good if the

test were Tlemanding. But 
people are asked to do such 
things as put World War I, the 
start of the Great Depres­
sion, the New Deal and the 
Korean War in the right or­
der.

The testing service doesn’t 
say Praxis I results would 
compare with those on an 
SAT, a widely given test for 
college admissions.

"It’s only partially true" 
that Praxis is an easier test, 
Solomon said, explaining 
that the rests have different 
aims.

But new Georgia and 
Delaware standards, compa­
rable to those of other states, 
give some clue. State offi­
cials allow the SAT and ACT, 
another admissions test, to 
be used instead of Praxis I. A 
total SAT score of 1,000, with 
at least 520 on the mathe­
matical and 480 on the ver­
bal part, is acceptable.

The average SAT score

ates was 505 verbal an 
math. Those who said 
will pursue educatioi 
grees had scores of 48: 
bal and 479 math. Matl 
jors had scores of 549 v 
and 623 math. Languag 
literature majors had s. 
of 609 and 546.

But the standards 
run afoul of the need to 
schools, especially in 
to-fill rural and inner 
schools.

North Carolina ha 
back off from higher 
dards several years ago. 
sissippi is debating wa 
for its cutoffs. Florida h. 
lowed waivers.

Shortages also worn 
same Virginians who < 
cate tough standards.

"You can begin to wo 
what’s going to happen i 
the road when more 
more people turn away 
preparing to teach," 
Thomas Elliott, an assi

for 1997 tv n scfy>ni gradu- superintendent of edu^’c



REMEDIAL COURSES IN TEXAS’ COLLEGES

According to the Dallas Morning News, January 23, 1998 ed ition , 
“Funding set aside in the (Texas) state budget for remedial courses a t  
public comm unity colleges and universities has increased 34  6 
percent in the last decade to a total of $172 million for the c u r r e n t  
tw o-year fiscal period...about 54 percent is to address s tu d e n ts ;  
deficiencies in mathematics, 22 percent in reading and 24 percent in 
w r i t in g .”

That amounts to 46 percent of $172 million (79.12 million) in o r d e r  
to address the problems dealing with E n g lish /L an g u ag e  
A rts/Reading. The article also stated that public comm unity colleges 
went from $29.5 million to $145.7 million since the 1988 - 89 b u d g e t  
period. In other words, there has been a dramatic increase in 
spending on remedial education in colleges since the students w ho  
have been taught whole language instruction have entered t he i r  
college years.

As the person who sent me this letter said, “I am not a “rocket 
scientist” , but how hard is it to figure out what is happening.
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EJtio William Bergman, Jr., M D

Phone; (713>729-0678 F A X  (713)-723-2172 Office: (281)-293-7904 FAX: (281 >293-8052
H o m e  Address: 4838 Waynesboro Drive, Houston, Texaa 77035

Bii th date: February 10,1946, Brooklyn, N e w  York

Fajnily: Married, five children (14,16,19,23,26)

Current employment:
Consultant in Child Neurology and Developmental Medicine, Houston, Texas, 1993- 

Executive Director, Texas Reading Institute, Houston, Texas, 1995-

A v  ards/honors:
The Jefferson Awards "In Recognition of Outstanding Public Service,M presented by The

Ame. .can Institute for Public Service, Washington, DC, June 10,1991

Exemplary Education Practice Citation, awarded jointly by tbe Texas Education Agency,

Texas Association for Children with Learning Disabilities, and the Texas Elementary

Principals and Supervisors Association, Austin, November 7,1991

Mayor's Award for Outstanding Volunteer Service, June 11, 1992, Houston, Texas.

Spirit of Texas Salute, Houston K H O U  CBS, November 27, 1992

Medical appointments:
University of Texas Medical School at Houston, Departments of Neurology and Pediatrics, 

Clinical Assistant Professor, 1980-

M4£ftrt9n:rt(flIflLRPlftfony affpointraentj:
Special Education Parent Advisory Council, Houston Independent School District 

Campus representative, 1986-1988 

Executive Committee, Secretary, 1991-1992 
Foundation for Independent Learning, Inc. (non-profit educational foundation)

Founder and Director, 1987-1989 

Intelligent Learning Systems, Inc., founder, 1987-1992 
University of Houston, College of Education

Adjunct Assistant Professor, Educational Psychology, 1987-1988 

Texas Southern University, Center for Excellence in Urban Education 

Adjunct Professor of Education, 1991-1993 

U S  Dept of Education:

Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS), 1991- 
rev rwer, technology grants 

Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP), focus group on strategic planning for 
IDEA, Part E  (research priorities), 1993-95 

Houston Independent School District P E E R  (Peer Examination, Evaluation and Redesign) 
Committee on Reading, 1996;

Subcommittee on Persistent Reading Difficulties, 1996-8 

Benchmark Schools Blue-Ribbon Advisory Committee, 1997 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills, advisor to members of language arts writing team, 1997



cc:Mail for: mel J g ^ g s e n g _____________________

From: jimmykQlenet.edu (James Kilpatrick) at CC2MHS1 2/13/98 8:04 AM

To: Mel Krogseng at LAA_STAY

Subject: Learning First Alliance

T w e lv e  n a t i o n a l  e d u c a t i o n a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  h a v e  j o i n e d  f o r c e s  t h r o u g h  t h e  
L e a r n in g  F i r s t  A l l i a n c e  t o  im p ro v e  s t u d e n t  l e a m i n g - a  p e rm an en t  p a r t n e r s h i p  
d e s i g n e d  t o  d e l i v e r  coninon m e s s a g e s  t o  a l l  p a r t s  o f  p u b l i c  e d u c a t i o n  
s y s tem ,  a l i g n  p r i o r i t i e s ,  s h a r e  s u c c e s s  s t o r i e s ,  a r t i c u l a t e  t h e  im p o r t a n c e  
o f  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  a t  e v e r y  l e v e l ,  an d  w o rk  tow a rd  l o n g - t e rm  s y s t e m ic  change  
b a s e d  on  s o l i d  r e s e a r c h  e v i d e n c e .  The A l l i a n c e ' s  member o r g a n i z a t i o n s  
r e p r s e n t  m o re  t h a n  10 m i l l i o n  i n d i v i d u a l s  engaged  i n  p r o v i d i n g ,  g o v e r n i n g ,  
an d  im p r o v in g  A m e r i c a ' s  e l e m e n t a r y  an d  s e c o n d a r y  s c h o o l s  a t  t h e  l o c a l ,  

t a t e  and n a t i o n a l  c o a l i t i o n  f o c u s e d  i n  im p r o v in g  p u b l i c  e d u c a t i o n  t o  
i n v o l v e  b o t h  t h e  CEO 's an d  e l e c t e d  l e a d e r s h i p  o f  t h e  m a j o r  n a t i o n a l  
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  r e p r e s s e n t i n g  p a r e n t s ,  t e a c h e r s ,  c u r r i c u lu m  s p e c i a l i s t s ,  
s c h o o l  p r i n c i p a l s ,  a d m i n i s t a r t o r s ,  s c h o o l  b o a r d s ,  s t a t e  b o a r d s  o f  
e d u c a t i o n ,  c h i e f  s t a t e  s c h o o l  o f f i c e r s ,  an d  t e a c h e r  e d u c a t o r s .

E x e c u t i v e  Surtmary :
E v e r y  C h i l d  R e a d in g  —  An A c t i o n  P l a n
I .  Why R e a d in g  r e f o r m  i s  E s s e n t i a l
W h i l e  59 p e r c e n t  o f  A f r i c a n -A m e r i c a n  and  64 p e r c e n t  3 f  H i s p a n i c  s t u d e n t s
s c o r e d  b e low  " B a s i c  i n  1 9 9 4 ,  3 1  p e r c e n t  o f  w h i t e  f o u r t h  g r a d e r s  d i d .

I I .  E v e r y  C h i l d  R e a d in g :  An A t t a i n a b l e  G o a l
O u r g o a l  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  c h i l d r e n  t o  l e a m  t o  r e a d  w e l l .  U s in g  t e c h n iq u e s  
a v a i l a b l e  t o d a y  —  a n d  new a p p r o a c h e s  t h a t  r e s e a r c h  c o u l d  r e a d i l y  p r o d u c e  
and  v a l i d a t e  w i t h i n  a  few  y e a r s  —  we c o u l d  e n s u r e  r e a d i n g  s u c c e s s  f o r  a l l  
b u t  a t i n y  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  h e a l t h y  s t u d e n t s .
I l l  E v e r y  C h i l d  R e a d in g :  A R e s e a r c h  B ase
I n  f o r g i n g  a  s t r a t r g y  t o  e n s u r e  s u c c e s s  f o r  a l l ,  i t  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  f o c u s  
on  p r a c t i c e s  g r o u n d e d  i n  r e s e a r c h .  T h i s  p a p e r  sum m a r iz e s  a v a i l a b l e  
r e s e a r c h . . .
A. P r e k i n d e r g a r t e n  and  K i n d e r g a r t e n  P rog ram s
One o f  th e  m os t  im p o r t a n t  f o u n d a t i o n s  o f  r e a d i n g  s u c c e s s  i s  phonem ic
aw a re n e s s  b e f o r e  f i r s t  g r a d e .  L a t e r ,  m ore d i r e c t  i n s t r u c t i o n  on  th e
i n d i v i d u a l  s o u n d s  t h a t  make up w o rd s  i s  needed , s o  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  s t a r t  more
f o rm a l  i 1s t r u c t i o n  in  r e a d i n g  w i t h  a c o m f o r t a b l e  f a m i l i a r i t y  w i t h  th e
sound s  t n a t  l e t t e r s  r e p r e s e n t  an d  w i t h  " h e a r in g *  t h o s e  so und s  w i t h i n  w o rd s .  ___

( 3 3 )



B . Beginning  Reading Programs

U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  i t  i s  a l s o  i n  f i r s t  g r a d e  w he re  common i n s t r u c t i o n a l  
p r a c t i c e s  a r e  p r o b a b l y  m o s t  i n c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e  r e s e a r c h  f i n d i n g s .  Many 

c h i l d r e n  n e e d  w e l l - s e q u e n c e d  p h o n e t i c  i n s t r u c t i o n  e a r l y  i n  f i r s t  g r a d e .  
G iv e n  t h i s  a n d  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  i d e n t i f y i n g  i n  ad van ce  w h ic h  c h i l d r e n  
w i l l  n e ed  s y s t e m a t i c  p h o n i c s ,  i t  i s  p r o p a b l y  n e s t  t o  s t a r t  a l l  c h i l d r e n  
w i t h  p h o n e t i c  s t r a t e g i e s .

E a r l y  i n  f i r s t  g r a d e ,  c h i l d r e n ' s  r e a d i n g  m a t e r i a l s  s h o u ld  f e a t u r e  a  h i g h  
p r o p o r t i o n  o f  new w o rd s  t h a t  u s e  t h e  l e t t e r - s o u n d  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h e y  h a v e  
b e en  t a u g h t .  A m e a n i n g f u l  c o n t e x t  c a n  b e  c r e a t e d  b y  embedd ing  d e c o d a b le  
t e s t  i n  s t o r i e s  t h a t  p r o v i d e  o t h e r  s u p p o r t s  t o  b u i l d  m ean ing  an d  p l e a s u r e .

C . S e con d  G r a d e  and  B eyond .

W i th  h ig h  q u a i l t y  i n s t r u c t i o n  a n d  a n y  o t h e r  n e c e s s a r y  t u t o r i n g  o r  o t h e r  
a s s i s t a n c e ,  m o s t  s t u d e n t s  s h o u l d ,  b y  t h e  end  o f  f i r s t  g r a d e ,  b e  a b l e  t o  
d e c o d e  v i r t u a l l y  a n d  p h o n e t i c a l l y  r e g u l a r  s h o r t  w o rd  w i t h  s h o r t  o r  l o n g  
v o w e l s ,  b e  a b l e  t o  r e a d  a  l r a g e  num ber o f  h i g h  f r e q u e n c y  s i g h t  w o rd s ,  and  
h a v e  s o l i d  c o m p re h e n s i o n  s k i l l s ,  b o t h  f o r  m a t e r i a l  t h e y  r e a d  a n d  f o r  
m a t e r i a l  r e a d  t o  them . C h i l d r e n  who a r e  n o t  d e c o d in g  an d  c om p re h e n d in g  w e l l  
a t  t h i s  p o i n t  n e e d  im m ed ia te  s p e c i a l  a t t e n t i o n .
A m e r ic a n  A s s o c i a t i o n  o f  C o l l e g e s  f o r  T e a c h e r  E d u c a t i o n  
A m e r ic an  A s s o c i a t i o n  o f  S c h o o l  A d m i n i s t r a t o r s  
A m e r ic a n  F e d e r a t i o n  o f  T e a c h e r s
A s s o c i a t i o n  f o r  S u p e r v i s i o n  a n d  C u r r i c u lu m  D eve lo pm en t  
C o u n c i l  o f  C h i e f  S t a t e  S c h o o l  O f f i c e r s  
E d u c a t i o n  C om m is s io n  o f  t h e  S t a t e s  
N a t i o n a l  S c h o o l  B o a r d  A s s o c i a t i o n  

a t i o n a l  PTA 
N a t i o n a l  E d u c a t i o n  A s s o c i a t i o n
N a t i o n a l  A s s o c i a t i o n  o f  S t a t e  B o a r d s  o f  E d u c a t i o n  
N a t i o n a  A s s o c i a t i o n  o f  E l e m e n t a r y  S c h o o l  P r i n c i p a l s  
N a t i o n a l  A s s o c i a t i o n  o f  S e c o n d a r y  S c h o o l  P r i n c i p a l s

F u t u r e  i n f o r m a t i o n  o r  a  c o n p l e t e  d r a f t  c o p y  { f i n a l  w i l l  b e  r e l e a s e  s s o n )  
c o n t a c t  L e a r n i n g  F i r s t  A l l i a n c e  1 0 0 1  C o n n e c t i c u t  Ave . NW S u i t e  3 10  
W a s h ig to n  D .C .  2 0 0 3 6
( 2 0 2 )  8 2 2 - 8 4 0 5  x  4 0  h t t p : / / w w w . l e a m i n g f i r s t . o r g

Jimmy K i l p a t r i c k  Phone 7 13  5 2 0 - 9 7 1 5
C o o r d i n a t o r  o f  C ommun ity  P r o g r am s  F a x  713  5 2 0 - 7 2 1 4
A d v i s o r  f o r  R e a d in g  and  R e a d in g  D i s a b i l i t i e s  h t t p : / /w w w . r e a d b y g r a d e 3 . c o m  
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  T e x a s  a t  A u s t i n  Home 2 8 1  2 6 5 - 2 3 6 8
C h a r l e s  A. D ana C e n t e r  M o b i l e  2 8 1  5 3 6 - 4 7 1 3

1723  W e s th e im e r  R oad  
H o u s t o n ,T e x a s  7 7 0 9 8 - 1 5 1 1

http://www.leamingfirst.org
http://www.readbygrade3.com
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- I ™ ™ L ! ! ! ! ! : . P l o a S e ' COPy t h i s  f a x  t o  t h o s e  U s t a d  b e l o w .  
K a t h i e  B e r g ,
I  r e c e i v e d  t h e  d a t a  y o u  s e n t  w h i c h  c o n s i s t e d  o f  t h o  1 9 9 5 - 9 6  S t a t e
r e p o r t  c a r d .  T h i s  i s  t h e  s am e  o n e  I  h a d  f r o m  l a s t  y e a r ,  w h i c h  h a s
l i m i t e d  d a t a .  I f  I  u n d e r s t a n d  y o u  c o r r e c t l y ,  t h e  S t a t e  DOE h a s  n o
a d d i t i o n a l  d a t a  t h a n  w h a t  i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h i s  r e p o r t .  I s  t h a t  
c o r r e c t ?

D o  y o u  h a v e  t h e  f o l l o w i n g :  
T o t a l  e x p e n d i t u r e s ?
ADM?
S p e c i a l  E d :  %ADM

: E x p e n d i t u r e s  
B i l i n g u a l :  %ADM

: E x p e n d i t u r e s  
M i g r a n t :  %ADM

: E x p e n d i t u r e s  
T i t l e  I :  %ADM

: E x p e n d i t u r e s  
G i f t e d :  %ADM

: E x p e n d i t u r e s

F Y 9 7  d a t a ? F Y 9 6
? $ 6 1 0 , 3 6 7 , 4 7 9
? 1 2 4 , 7 5 4•*%t 1 8 . 1 %O ? ?
? 1 2 . 7 %
? ? ?
o 6 .8%
o ? ?
o 9 . 7 %
? ? ?
? 4  . 1%
? ? ?

NO TE : G i f t e d  i s  n o t  l i s t e d  b y  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t  i n  t h e  b a c k  o f  t h e  
r e p o r t ,  a n d  I  w o u l d  l i k e  t h a t  d a t a  a l s o .  I n  a d d i t i o n  d o  y o u  h a v e  
a n  e t h n i c  b r e a k d o w n  o f  t h i s  d a t a ?

Am I  c o r r e c t  t h a t  5 1 . 4 %  o f  t h e  ADM, o r  6 4 , 1 2 4  k i d s ,  a r e  i n  s om e  
t y p o  o f  s u p p l e m e n t a l  p r o g r a m ?  W h a t  i s  t h e  t o t a l  e x p e n d i t u r e  o n  
t h e s e  a r e a s  a l o n g  w i t h  t ,h e  i n d i v i d u a l  a m o u n t s ?  I  am s u r e  y o u  h a v e  
t h a t  i n  y o u r  b u d g e t  d o c u m e n t a t i o n .

T h e  r e p o r t  h a s  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  n u m b e r  o f  s t u d e n t s  s c o r i n g  i n  t h e  . 
b o t t o m  q u a r t i l e :  ( L i s t e d  i n  % o f  " s t u d e n t s  t e s t e d "  = 8 9 . 6 % ,  5 . 7 %  
A b s e n t ,  4 . 7 %  SPED  E x c l u d e d )

9 5 / 9 6  C A T 5 - R e a d i n g  
9 6 / 9 7  C A T 5 - R e a d i n g

G r a d e  4 
2 1 . 3 %
??

G r a d e  8  
20 .8%
??

G r a d e  1 1
2 4 . 1 %
oo

9 5 / 9 6  C A T 5 - l a n g u a g e  2 5 . 5 %
9 6 / 9 7  C A T 5 - l a n g u s g e  . ? ?

2 4 . 5 %
oo

24 . 1 %
? ?

C a n  y o u  g e t  mo t h e  n u m b e r  o f  k i d s  a t  e a c h  S t a n i n e  l e v e l  a n d  
p e r c e n t i l e  f o r  t h e s e  t e s t s ?  I  w o u l d  b e  s u r p r i s e d  i f  t h o  
d e p a r t m e n t  i s  n o t  l o o k i n g  a t  t h a t  t y p e  o f  d e t a i l .

2901 Baranof Avc. • Ketchikan, Alaska 99901-5765 • (907) 225-9090 « Fax (907) 225-9001
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NO TE : I f  y o u  a d d  t h e  s p e c i a l  e d  e x c l u d e d  k i d s  t o  t h e s e  
p e r c e n t a g e s  a n d  g i v e  t h e  b e n e f i t  o f  t h o  d o u b t  t o  t h o s e  a b s e n t ,  
r a i s e s  t h e s e  p e r c e n t a g e s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y .

I  r e a l i z e  t h a t  H a r r y  G a m b le  w i l l  h a v e  t h e  new r e p o r t  o u t  i n  t h e  
f u t u r e  b u t  w o u l d  a p p r e c i a t e  t h i s  I n f o r m a t i o n  a s  s o o n  a s  p o s s i b l i

T h a n k

A t t n : D O E  S t a f f
S i n c e  t h i s  d i d  n o t  c om e  t h r o u g h  w e l l  o n  t h o  e m a i l  I  s e n t ,  I  am 
f a x i n g  t h i s  a n d  w o u l d  a p p r e c i a t e  i t  i f  y o u  w o u l d  c o p y  t h i s  f o r  
t h e  f o l l o w i n g  p e o p l e  a t  DOE .

K a t h i e  B e r g
S h i r l e y  H o l l o w a y
N a n c i  S p e a r  
H a r r y  G a m b le

c c : S e n  R o b i n  T a y l o r  
c c : L i n d a  H a r d i n

D r  W i l l i a m  P f e i f e r
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The evidence is overwhelming that kids 
with reading problems need phonics-based instruction. 

Why aren’t educators gening the message?
B y  T y c e  P a l m a f f y
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n s i d e  si N a t i o n a l  In s t i tu te s  o f
H e a lth  O .'IH ) r e a d in g  lab. 11 •year-old 
A lexis s tu m b le s  tn  d e c ip h e r  a sh o r t 
sto ry . R e a d in g  o u t  lo u d , sh e  in serts  
th e  w o rd  “g ir l"  a t  th e  e n d  o f  a s e n ­
te n c e  in  w h ic h  it d o e s  n o t a p p e a r . Site 
sk ips th e  w o rd  " th e ” a n d  says "g ra d e r '' 
in s te a d  o f  " g ra d e .” In s te a d  o f  "g o es .” 

A lexis re a d s  "go t" : in s te a d  o f  " h e r ."  A lexis guesses 
" t h e .” L a te r  in  th e  s e n te n c e ,  sh e  s u b s ti tu te s  
" b ro o m "  w h e n  th e  w o rd s  re a d  "a ro u n d  iro n  h a n ­
d le ."  T h is  is a  s o b e r in g  d isp lay : A lexis, an  o th e r ­
wise b r ig h t  s ix th -g ra d e r  w h o  sc o re s  ab o v e  th e  70 th  
p e rc e n t i le  in  all o th e r  a c a d e m ic  a reas , c a n n o t  re a d  
a s im p le  s e n te n c e  w ith o u t  sev era l m istak es  a n d  fre ­
q u e n t  g u essw o rk . L’n fo r tu n a te lv . sh e  is n o t  a lo n e .

.Alexis is o n e  o f  m o r e  th a n  10.000 p a rtic ip a n ts  
in  a n  o n g o in g  30-year. S '200-m illion s tu d y  o f  re ad ­
in g  d isa b ilitie s  by  th e  N a tio n a l In s titu te  o f  C h ild  
H e a lth  a n d  H u m a n  D e v e lo p m e n t (N IC H D ). a  d i­
v ision o f  th e  N IH . A c tin g  N IC H D  C h ie f  Reid Lyon 
sad lv  n o te s  th a t h e r  c a se  is typical o f  c h ild re n  w ho  
h ave  n o t  re ce iv e d  p r o p e r  in s tru c tio n  in how  th e  
so u n d s  h e a rd  in  s p e e c h  a r e  re p re s e n te d  bv th e  let­
t e r  sv m b o ls  u se d  in  p r in t— th e  re la tio n sh ip  know n 
as p h o n ic s . Savs L yon . " T h e re  is n o  way to re a d  if 
von  a r e  n o t  v e tv  fac ile  in  th e  u se  o f  p h o n ic s .”

T h e  p ro b le m  is t h a t  few  re a d e rs  e x p e r ie n c in g  
d if f ic u ltie s  s im ila r  to  A le x is ’s a r e  ev e r g iv en  th e  ex­
p lic it p h o n ic s  t r a in in g  th e y  so  d e sp e ra te ly  n ee d . 
In s te a d , te a c h in g  m e th o d s  variously  te rm e d  “look- 
an d -sav ."  "s ig h t m e th o d ."  “w h o le  w o rd ."  a n d  th e  
la te s t in c a r n a t io n ,  "w h o le  la n g u a g e .” have  d o m i­
n a te d  th e  e d u c a t io n  la n d s c a p e  fo r  a lm o st seven  
d e c a d e s . A s a  re su lt , m illio n s  o f  k ids a rc  c o n s ig n e d  
to  a l ife tim e  o f  u n n e c e s sa rv  re a d in g  tro u b le s  b e­
c a u se  m o s t p o lic y m a k e rs  a n d  e d u c a to r s  have ei­
th e r  w illfully  ig n o r e d  th e  N IH -fu n d e d  re se a rc h  o r  
a r e  u n a w a re  o f  its e x is te n c e .

T h is  is c le a rly  e v id e n t  in th e  A m erica  R eads 
C h a l le n g e  A ct o f  1997, P re s id e n t C lin to n 's  five- 
v ea r. S 2 .7 5 -b illio n  p ro p o sa l to  p lace  v o lu n te e r  
r e a d in g  tu to rs  w ith  m in im a l tr a in in g  in low-in- 
r o m e  sc h o o ls . T h e  p ro g ra m  w o u ld  h i r e  re a d in g  
sp e c ia lis ts  to  g ive c r a m  co u rse s  to  th ese  v o lu n te e rs , 
b u t  d e c l in e s  to  in c o r p o r a te  th e  N IC H D 's  fin d in g s 
in to  its r e c o m m e n d a t io n s .  Its officia l lite ra tu re  
tc p id lv  s ta te s . " T h e  L’.S. D e p a r tm e n t o f  E d u ca tio n  
d o e s  n o t  sp ec itv  a n y  p a r t ic u la r  re a d in g  in s tru c tio n  
m e th o d ."  In  a d d i t io n ,  th e  fe d e ra l g o v e rn m e n t 
g ives e le m e n ta ry  s c h o o ls  S7 b illio n  a y e a r  in a id  to  
p ro g ra m s  fo r  sp e c ia l e d u c a t io n , b ilin g u a l e d u c a ­
tio n . a n d  lo w -in co m e  s tu d e n ts  w ith o u t in sistin g  
th a t  th e  in s t ru c t io n  b e  re sea rch -b ased .

If C l in to n 's  r c m e d v  is m isg u id e d , a t  least his 
fo cu s o n  r e a d in g  is w ell p lac ed . T h e  1994 N a tio n ­
al A sse ssm en t o f  E d u c a tio n a l P ro g ress  (N A EP)

f o u n d  th a t  m o re  th a n  40  p e r c e n t  o f  f o u r th  g r a d e r s  
c a n n o t  re a d  a t  th e  m o s t basic level, in d ic a t in g  th a t  
th e y  c o u ld  n o t  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  “o v e ra ll m e a n in g  o f  
th e  tex t"  o r  m a k e  s im p le  in fe re n c e s . T h e  1993 N a ­
tio n a l S u rv ey  o f  A d u lt L ite racv  d is c o v e re d  th a t  
s o m e  90  m illio n  A m e r ic a n s— n e a rly  h a l f  th e  a d u l t  
p o p u la t io n — have sev e re ly  lim ite d  l i te ra c y  sk ills, 
a n d  th e i r  ra n k s  swell by m illio n s e a c h  y ea r . B e re f t  
o f  th e  ab ility  to  u se  a  b u s  sc h e d u le , w r ite  a  s h o r t  
l e t t e r  to  a d d re s s  a  c r e d i t  p ro b le m , o r  c a lc u la te  
t h e i r  sav ings o n  a  sa le  p r ic e , th e y  a r e  m u c h  m o r e  
lik e ly  to  b e  u n e m p lo y e d , o n  w e lfa re , o r  in  ja i l  th a n  
t h e i r  fu lly  li te ra te  p ee rs . M o re  w o rr is o m e  is th e  
fa c t th a t  lite racv  skills a m o n g  y o u n g  a d u l ts  a n d  
s c h o o l-a g e  c h i ld re n  a r e  d e c lin in g .

.A m ong  m in o ritie s , th e  sta tistics a r e  ev e n  m o r e  
tra g ic . O n  av e rag e , b lack  a n d  H is p a n ic  c h i ld r e n  
s c o re  fo u r  g ra d e  levels below  th e i r  w h ite  p e e r s  o n  
r e a d in g  tests. A n d  th is  g a p  d o e s  n o t  n a r ro w  o v e r  
t im e : T h e  av e rag e  b lac k  c o lle g e  g r a d u a te  re a d s  a t  
th e  level o f  th e  a v e ra g e  w h ite  h ig h -sc h o o i g r a d u ­
a te .  T o  b e  fa ir. A m e r ic a n  s c h o o lc h i ld re n  o v e ra ll  
t a n k e d  s e c o n d  o n lv  to  F in lan d  o n  th e  la s t i n te r n a ­
t io n a l  a s se ssm en t o f  r e a d in g  ab ility , b u t  th a t  p r o ­
v id e s  little  c o n so la tio n  to  d is a d v a n ta g e d  c h i ld r e n  
w h o  s c o re d  well b e lo w  th e  av e ra g e  s c o re  o f  o u r

“ I
S f  y o u  d o n ' t  k n o w  f io w  t h e  a l p h a b e t  w o r k s ,  y o u  

c a n ' t  l e a r n  h o w  to  u s e  a n  a l p h a b e t i c  l a n g u a g e .  

T h e r e  i s  n o  a r g u m e n t , ”  s a y s  a  H a r v a r d  r e s e a r c h e r .

m a jo r  t r a d in g  p a r tn e rs . C learly  o u r  e d u c a t io n  sys­
te m  is le av in g  to o  m an y  o f  its m o s t v u ln e ra b le  
c h a rg e s  fa r b e h in d  in  a n  ag e  w h e n  l i te ra c y  is th e  
g a te w ay  to  m o st im p o r ta n t  skills.

The Reading W a rs
W h a t th e se  k id s  d o n 't  know  is th a t  th e y  a r e  th e  

c a su a lt ie s  o f  w h a t h as  b e e n  la b e le d  th e  “r e a d in g  
w a rs ."  A cross th e  c o u n try , sc h o o l d is tr ic ts  a r e  e m ­
b ro i le d  in  a  b it te r , d ec ad es-o ld  d is p u te  o v e r  h o w  
b e s t  to  te a c h  re a d in g .

T h e  la te st u p r o a r  is sw irling  a r o u n d  th e  c o n t r o ­
v e rs ia l w h o le -la n g u ag e  th eo ry  first in t r o d u c e d  in 
th e  ea rly  1970s. Its su p p o r te rs  c o n te n d  th a t  c h il­
d r e n  will le a rn  to  re c o g n iz e  in d iv id u a l  w o rd s  
th r o u g h  ac tu a l re a d in g , u s in g  c o n te x t ,  p ic tu re s , 
a n d  fa m ilia r  w o rd s to  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  m e a n in g  o f  
w r it te n  passages ev en  if  they  c a n 't  r e a d  ev e ry  w o rd . 
T h e y  d e r id e  sk ills-based  p h o n ic s  in s tru c t io n  as  a b ­
s t r a c t  a n d  b o r in g , favo rin g  te c h n iq u e s  su c h  as r e a d ­
in g  to  c h ild re n  a n d  e n c o u ra g in g  th e m  to  r e a d  a n d  
w r ite  ea rly  a n d  o f te n . "It's  in  th e  in te ra c t io n  w ith  
th e  tex t th a t  c h ild re n  d ev e lo p  g o o d  so lid  h y p o th e ­
ses a b o u t  th e  tex t, n o t  th ro u g h  s e g re g a t in g  s o u n d s  
f ro n t  th e  tex t."  savs S h a ro n  M u rp h y , th e  o u tg o in g  
p r e s id e n t  o f  th e  VVhole L a n g u ag e  U m b re lla , a n  in ­
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d e p e n d e n t  p ro fe ss io n a l a sso c ia tio n .
T h is  a p p r o a c h  g a in e d  th o u s a n d s  o f  acolvtes 

d u r in g  th e  1980s. T h e  n a t io n 's  c o lle g e s  o f  e d u c a ­
tio n  p r o d u c e d  a  new  c r o p  o f  te a c h e rs  w e a n e d  so le­
ly o n  w h o le - la n g u a g e  p h ilo so p h y , w h ile  in f lu en tia l 
p ro fe s s io n a l  a s so c ia tio n s  su c h  as th e  N a tio n a l 
C o u n c il o f  T e a c h e r s  o f  E n g lish  a n d  th e  In te rn a ­
t io n a l R e a d in g  A sso c ia tio n  e m b r a c e d  its basic 
p re m ise s . A t th e  s ta te  level. C a lifo rn ia  s p e a rh e a d ­
e d  a v ir tu a l r e a d in g  re v o lu tio n . T h e  s ta te  d e p a r t ­
m e n t  o f  e d u c a t io n  re w ro te  its e n t i r e  c u r r ic u lu m  in 
1987 , d i t c h i n g  p h o n ic s  f o r  a  l i te r a tu re -b a s e d , 
w h o le - la n g u a g e  a p p ro a c h . T e a c h e rs  w e re  to ld  to 
th ro w  o u t  t h e i r  o ld  m e th o d s  a n d  e m b ra c e  th e  cu t­
t in g  e d g e . O t h e r  sta tes a n d  lo ca l sc h o o l d istric ts  
so o n  fo llo w e d . “All th e  m a jo r  p u b lish e rs  m o v e d  to 
w h o le - la n g u a g e  re a d e rs  o n c e  C a lifo rn ia  im p le ­
m e n te d  it,"  says B o n n ie  G ro s se n  o f  th e  N a tio n a l 
C e n te r  T o  Im p ro v e  th e  T o o ls  o f  E d u c a to rs , a t th e  
U n iv e rs ity  o f  O r e g o n . "T h ey  h a d  n o  s e q u e n c e d  in­
s tru c t io n . ju s t  p re tty  p ic tu re s  a n d  p o e try . It has 
ta k e n  h o ld  in  a il 50  sta tes ."

Yet w h ile  e d u c a to r s  a n d  te x tb o o k  p u b lish e rs  
w e re  e n th u s ia s tic a lly  w e lc o m in g  w h o le  la n g u a g e , 
th e  r e s e a rc h  e v id e n c e  s u p p o r t in g  p h o n ic s -f irs t in­
s t ru c t io n  a n d  q u e s tio n in g  th e  u n d e r p in n in g s  o f  
w h o le - la n g u a g e  th e o ry  c o n t in u e d  to  m o u n t . In 
1985. th e  U .S . D e p a r tm e n t  o f  E d u c a tio n  re lea sed  
“B e c o m in g  a  N a tio n  o f  R e a d e rs ."  a  r e p o r t  w hich  
c o n c lu d e d  th a t  “th e  issue  is n o  l o n g e r . . .  w h e th e r  
c h i ld r e n  s h o u ld  b e  ta u g h t p h o n ic s . T h e  issues now  
a r e  sp e c if ic  o n e s  o f  ju s t  h o w  it  s h o u ld  b e  d o n e ."

A n o th e r  fe d e ra lly  f u n d e d  s tu d y  led  to  th e  p u b ­
lic a tio n  in  1990 o f  B eginning To Read, w h ich  m o st 
r e s e a rc h e r s  c o n s id e r  th e  s e m in a l rev iew  o f  th e  p e r ­
t in e n t  s c ie n t if ic  l i te r a tu re . Its a u th o r .  M arilyn  
A d a m s, n o w  a  v isiting  s c h o la r  a t  th e  H a rv a rd  G ra d ­
u a te  S c h o o l o f  E d u c a tio n , says, T o n  can  teach  
c h i ld r e n  m o r e  e ffic ien tly  a n d  effective ly  if  y o u  use 
p h o n ic s . I f  y o u  d o n 't  k n o w  h o w  th e  a lp h a b e t 
w o rk s, y o u  c a n 't  le a m  h o w  to  u se  a n  a lp h a b e tic  
la n g u a g e . T h e r e  is n o  a r g u m e n t."

T h e s e  f in d in g s  a re  b e g in n in g  to  h ave  a n  im ­
p a c t. S ev e ra l sta tes , in c lu d in g  N o r th  C a ro lin a . 
T e x a s . G e o rg ia . W a sh in g to n . W isconsin . O re g o n , 
a n d  O h io  h av e  recen tly  p a s se d  leg is la tio n  re c o m ­
m e n d in g  p h o n ic s  e d u c a tio n  in  th e  ea rly  g rad es . 
“W e n o  lo n g e r  will a c c e p t th a t  k ids c a n n o t  le a m  to  
re a d ."  says C in d y  C u p p , th e  d i r e c to r  o f  r e a d in g  a t 
th e  G e o rg ia  D e p a r tm e n t  o f  E d u c a tio n . "N ow  th e  
s ta te  is in  fa v o r  o f  ex p lic it  p h o n ic s  in s tru c tio n ."

T h e  In te rn a t io n a l  R e a d in g  .A ssociation r e c e n t­
ly re v e rse d  policy’, sp ec ifica lly  p ro m o tin g  early  
p h o n ic s  in s tru c t io n  as  a  n ec e ssa ry  c o m p o n e n t  o f  a 
c o m p r e h e n s iv e  re a d in g  p ro g ra m , a n d  th e  .Ameri­
c a n  F e d e ra t io n  o f  T e a c h e rs  (A FT ) has co m e  dow n 
sq u a re lv  o n  th e  side  o f  sk ills-b ased  in s tru c tio n  fo r  
b e g in n e rs .  "We c re a te d  a  te r r ib le  n ig h tm a re  fo r a 
lo t  o f  k id s  w h o  h a v e n 't  b e e n  a b le  to  le a m  to  re ad

u s in g  w h o le  la n g u a g e  by itself." says B eth B a d e r , 
th e  a ss is tan t d i r e c to r  fo r  e d u c a tio n a l issues a t th e  
.AFT. th e  n a t io n 's  s e c o n d -la rg e s t te a ch e rs  u n io n . 
T h e  N a tio n a l E d u c a t io n  A sso cia tion . th e  la rg e s t 
te a c h e rs  u n io n , still g ives lu kew arm  s u p p o r t  to  
w h o le  la n g u a g e , b u t  sp o k esw o m an  K aren  S m ith  
g ru d g in g ly  a d m its  th a t  "m any kids c a n n o t  le a rn  to  
re a d  w ith o u t p h o n ic s ."  D o zen s o f  new s s to r ie s  
f ro m  sc h o o l d is tr ic ts  n a tio n w id e  ca ta lo g  w id e ­
sp re a d  d is c o n te n t  w ith  w h o le  lan g u ag e  a n d  a 
re s u rg e n c e  o f  s u p p o r t  fo r  p h o n ic s -firs t in s tru c tio n .

M ost d a m a g in g  to  w h o le  la n g u a g e 's  a d h e re n ts ,  
la s t y e a r  C a lifo rn ia  p u n te d  its w h o le -la n g u ag e  c u r-

E a r l y  2 0 t h - c e n t u r y  e d u c a t o r s  d e r i d e d  p h o n i c s  a s  t h e  

“ d r l l l - a n d - k l l l ”  m e t h o d ,  e v o k in g  i m a g e s  a t  s t e m  n u n s  

l e a d i n g  c h o r u s  r e c i t a l s  o t  “ a , ”  “ o o , ”  a n d  " H i .”

r ic tilu m  a l to g e th e r ,  s tre s s in g  th e  n e e d  fo r sy stem ­
a tic , e x p lic i t  p h o n ic s  in s t ru c t io n  in  th e  e a r ly  
g ra d e s . T h e  s ta te  re v e rse d  c o u rse  in  re sp o n se  to  a 
w ave o f  p u b lic  c r itic ism  a f te r  C a lifo rn ia 's  p o o r  p e r ­
f o r m a n c e  in  t h e  1 99 4  N A E P. w h e n  i t  l ie d  
L o u is ia n a  fo r  las t p lac e . J a n e t  N ich o las , a  m e m b e r  
o f  th e  C a lifo rn ia  S ta te  B o a rd  o f  E d u ca tio n , r e c e n t ­
ly to ld  th e  U .S . H o u se  C o m m itte e  o n  E d u c a tio n  
a n d  th e  W o rk fo rc e : “U n fo r tu n a te ly  fo r  C a lifo rn ia  
c h i ld re n , th e  u n s u b s ta n t ia te d  c la im s a n d  e n th u s i ­
astic  v isions o f  w h o le - la n g u a g e  id e o lo g u e s  p ro v e d  
to  b e  d is a s tro u s  w h e n  a p p l ie d  to  re a l c h ild re n ."

T h e  re a c t io n  to  C a l i fo rn ia ’s a c tio n s  was p r e ­
d ic ta b le . “W h o le  la n g u a g e  is b e in g  u se d  as a s c a p e ­
g o a t fo r  d r o p p in g  sc o re s , w h e n  C a lifo rn ia  h as  
m an y  m in o r i t ie s  a n d  h ig h  im m ig ra tio n ."  says U n i­
versity  o f  A r iz o n a  e d u c a t io n  p ro fe ss o r  Ken G o o d ­
m a n . r e g a r d e d  by  m a n y  as  th e  g o d fa th e r  o f  w h o le -  
la n g u a g e  th e o ry . It is t r u e  th a t  w h ites a r e  a  m in o r ­
ity  in  C a lifo rn ia  a n d  a  la rg e  p o r t io n  o f  its H is p a n ic  
p o p u la t io n  a r e  r e c e n t  im m ig ra n ts  w h o  sp e ak  b a re -  
b o n e s  E n g lish . Y et a p o lo g is ts  fo r  w h o le  la n g u a g e  
ig n o re  th e  f a c t  t h a t  s c o re s  d r o p p e d  eq u a lly  a m o n g  
c h ild re n  w h o se  p a re n ts  g r a d u a te d  fro m  co lleg e .

“T h e s e  d a ta  ( f ro m  th e  N A E P ] u n d e rs c o re  th e  
fa c t th a t  r e a d in g  fa ilu re  is a  se r io u s  n a tio n a l p r o b ­
lem  a n d  c a n n o t  b e  a t t r ib u te d  to  poverty , im m ig ra ­
tio n . o r  th e  le a r n in g  o f  E n g lish  as a  s e c o n d  la n ­
g u a g e ,"  says R e id  L yon , w h o  h as  d ire c te d  th e  N IH  
re a d in g  s tu d ie s  fo r  th e  p a s t  s ix  years.

The 10-Year Itch
F o r tu n a te ly ,  m a n y  e d u c a to r s  a r e  a d m it t in g  

th e i r  m is ta k e s  a n d  sw itc h in g  to  w h a t works. B u t it 
is easv to  b e  sk e p tic a l a b o u t  w h e th e r  th ese  re fo rm s  
will last. T h e  A m e r ic a n  e d u c a t io n  system  is n o to r i ­
o u s  fo r  s w in g in g  d ra m a tic a lly  fro m  o n e  p h ilo so p h y  
to  a n o th e r .  E m b a td e d  e d u c a to r s  a n d  p a re n ts  lo o k ­
in g  fo r  a  q u ic k  fix  ra re ly  g ive m ean in g fu l c h a n g e s
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lim e  to  w o rk . H is to rica lly , th is  la te s t r e a d in g  sh ak e - 
u p  lits in to  a  p a t te rn  o f  r e fo rm  a n d  r e t r e n c h m e n t  
d a t in g  b ack  a t  least a c e n tu ry .

D u r in g  c o lo n ia l tim es, th e  fo rm u la  was sim p le : 
T e a c h  k ids th e  re la tio n s h ip  b e tw e e n  le tte rs  a n d  
so u n d s  a n d  th e n  le t th e m  re a d . T h is  m e th o d  w en t 
u n c h a lle n g e d  u n til  th e  mid-IHOOs. w h e n  th e  in flu ­
en tia l e d u c a t io n a l  r e fo rm e r  H o ra c e  M a n n  e x c o r i­
a te d  th e  d r i l l in g  m e th o d s  of th e  past. In th e  sta rk  
la n g u a g e  o f  h is  re p o r ts  to  th e  M a ssa ch u se tts  H oard  
o f  E d u c a tio n , th e  le tte rs  o f  th e  a lp h a b e t  w ere 
" sk e le to n -sh a p e d , b lo o d le ss , g h o s tly  a p p a r it io n s ."  
In s tead  o f  te a c h in g  in d iv id u a l so u n d - le tte r  re la ­
tio n sh ip s . M a n n  th o u g h t  c h i ld r e n  s h o u ld  fo cu s o n  
c o m p r e h e n s io n  by le a rn in g  w h o le  w o rd s first.

D esp ite  h is su g g es tio n s , th ro u g h  th e  early  p a rt 
o f  th is c e n tu r y  m ost A m e r ic a n  sc h o o ls  c o n t in u e d  
to  use th e  tra d it io n a l m e th o d  o f  first te a c h in g  th e  
44 so u n d s  h e a r d  in sp e e c h  a n d  th e n  re la tin g  th e m  
to  th e  200  le t te rs  a n d  l e t te r  g ro u p in g s  th a t a p p e a r  
in E n g lish . O n c e  they  h a d  m a s te re d  th e s e  sk ills, it 
was p r e s u m e d , m ost c h i ld re n  c o u ld  " s o u n d  o u t"  
an v  w o rd , ev en  u n k n o w n  o n e s . C o m p re h e n s io n  
was o n lv  l im ite d  by th e i r  s p e a k in g  v o c ab u la rie s .

T o  th e  lay m an , th is m a k e s  p e r fe c t  sen se . As e d ­
u ca tio n  p ro fe sso rs  C o n n ie  Jue l o f  th e  U n ivers ity  o f  
V irg in ia  a n d  Isabel Beck o f  th e  L’n iversiiv  o f  P itts­
b u rg h  w rite  in  th e  A FT jo u r n a l  A w n-iron  Educator. 
“('.iven th a t  le t te rs  a n d  s o u n d s  have  sy stem atic  re ­
la tio n sh ip s  in  a il  a lp h a b e tic  la n g u a g e  su ch  as E ng­
lish . it s ta n d s  to  reaso n  th a t  th o s e  re sp o n s ib le  fo r 
te a c h in g  in itia l re a d in g  w o u ld  c o n s id e r  te llin g  b e­
g in n e rs  d ire c t ly  w h a t th o s e  re la t io n s h ip s  a re ."  But 
p ro g re ss iv e  e d u c a to r s  b a se d  a t C o lu m b ia  U n ivers i­
ty T e a c h e rs  C o lleg e  a n d  th e  U n iv ers ity  o f  C h ic ag o  
in th e  1920s re jec te d  th e  “co d e -e m p h a s is"  a p ­
p ro a c h  as nil u n n a tu ra l ,  u n d e m o c ra t ic  way o f  
le a rn in g . P h o n ic s  was d e r id e d  as th e  “tlrill-and - 
kill" m e th o d ,  ev o k in g  im a g e s  o f  s te rn  n u n s  le a d in g  
c h o ru s  re c ita ls  o f  "a," “o o "  a n d  “th ."

T h e s e  e d u c a to rs  r e in t r o d u c e d  M a n n 's  id ea  
th a t  c h i ld re n  c o u ld  r e a d  by le a rn in g  to  reco g n ize  
w h o le  w o rd s  in  c o n te x t. S k ills-based  in s tru c tio n , 
tliev  a r g u e d ,  d is c o u ra g e d  k ids fro m  a c q u ir in g  a 
love o f  r e a d in g  b e c a u se  o f  its ro te  d ia llin g  a n d  
m e m o riz a tio n . W h at in f lu e n tia l  e d u c a to r ,  su c h  as 
Jo h n  D ew ev ad v o ca te d  s o o n  b e c a m e  k now n  as th e  
look-sav a p p ro a c h . T e x tb o o k  p u b lish e rs  re s p o n d ­
e d  qu ick lv . W h ere as  c o lo n ia l  c h i ld re n  (a t least 
u p p e r-c la ss  c h i ld re n )  le a r n e d  to  re a d  u s in g  N o ah  
W e b s te r 's  b es tse llin g  Blue-Backed S/teller a n d  th e  
B ible. m id -2 0 th < e n tu ry  y o u n g s te rs  w e re  su b jec ted  
to  th e  s im p lis tic , m in d -n u m b in g  “D ick a n d  J a n e "  
se ries . R e sp o n d in g  to  c h i ld r e n 's  lim ited  cap ac ity  
fo r  m e m o r iz in g  w h o le  w o rd s , sc h o o l re a d e rs  b e­
c a m e  in c re a s in g ly  re p e t i t iv e  a n d  w holly  u n in te r ­
e s tin g . "W e s to p p e d  te a c h in g  k ids ru le s ."  says 
B a d e r of th e  A PT. " a n d  e x p e c te d  th e m  to le a rn  2 
m illio n  in d iv id u a l w o rd s in s te a d  o f  te a c h in g  th e m

100 ru le s  to  f ig u re  th e m  o u t."
L ook-say r e ig n e d  co n tro v e rsy -free  u n til 1955. 

w h en  R u d o lf  F lesch  p u b lish e d  Why Johnny Can 't 
Read. F le sch . a n  a d m ir e r  o f  Dewey w ith a  d o c to ra te  
fro m  C o lu m b ia  T e a c h e r s  C o lleg e , c ritic ized  th e  
look-sav a p p r o a c h  in  s t r id e n t  lan g u ag e : "W e h ave  
d e c id e d  to  fo rg e t th a t  w e w rite  w ith le tte rs  a n d  le a m  
to  rend  E n g lish  as if  i t  w e re  C h in ese . O n e  w o rd  a f te r  
a n o th e r  a f te r  a n o t h e r  a f te r  a n o th e r .  I f  we w an t to  
le a d  m a te r ia ls  w ith  a v o c ab u la ry  o f  10.000 w ords, 
th e n  w e h av e  to  m e m o r iz e  10.000 w ords: if w e w a n t 
to  g o  to  th e  20.000  w o rd  ra n g e , we have to  le a m , 
o n e  by  o n e . 2 0 .0 0 0  w o rd s: a n d  so  o n . W e have 
th ro w n  3 .5 0 0  y ea rs  o f  civ ilization  n u t  th e  w in d o w  
a n d  h av e  g o n e  b ac k  to  th e  ag e  o f  H a m m u ra b i."

F le s c h 's  c r i t iq u e  o f  th e  e d u c a t io n  sy stem , in 
w h ich  lie  l ik e n e d  c u r r e n t  m e th o d s  o f  r e a d in g  in ­
s tru c t io n  to  th e  t r a in in g  o f  d o g s , was im d e rs ra n d -  
nblv  n o t  w ell re c e iv e d . Vet h is  bas ic  c la im  th a t  lo o k - 
sav was u n s u p p o r t e d  by  re se a rc h  p iq u e d  th e  cu ­
riosity  o f  a t  le a s t o n e  n o te d  re s e a rc h e r . J e a n n e  
('.hall o f  th e  H a rv a rd  G r a d u a te  S ch o o l o f  E d u c a ­
tio n . S h e  c o n d u c te d  a  th re e -y e a r  s tu d y  a n d  a m as­
sive l i t e r a tu r e  rev iew , p u b lis h in g  th e  re su lts  in  
/.ca n tin g  to Read: The Great Debate 119(57). still w id e ­
ly re a d  a m o n g  e d u c a t io n a l  r e s e a rc h e rs . Its c e n tr a l  
c o n c lu s io n  w as th a t  th e  e v id e n c e  fav o red  th e  c o d e -  
e m p h a s is  a p p r o a c h ,  p a r tic u la r ly  fo r  p o o r  c l i i ld re S  
a n d  th o s e  s h o w in g  e a r ly  s ig n s o f  dyslex ia . A n  tipJ 
d a te d  v e rs io n  p u b l is h e d  in  1983 su rv ey ed  th e  re ­
s e a rc h  s in c e  1 9 6 7  a n d  
fo u n d  th a t  th e  c a se  fo r  
p h o n ic s - f ir s t  in s t r u c t io n  
was ev e n  s t r o n g e r .

T h e s e  f in d in g s  le d  to  
a  revival o f  p h o n ic s -b a se d  
in s t r u c t io n  d u r i n g  th e  
1970s. o n ly  to  h av e  th e se  
g ain s u n d e r m in e d  by  th e  
in c r e a s in g  in f lu e n c e  o f  
w h o le - la n g u a g e  th e o ry .
Its g r o u n d in g  in  a  d is t in c t  
p h i lo s o p h y  o f  la n g u a g e  
a n d  h a r s h  in d ic tm e n t  o f  
th e  "D ick  a n d  J a n e "  r e a d ­
e rs  d is t in g u is h e d  it  f ro m  
th e  lo o k -say  a p p r o a c h ,  
y e t in t h e  m o s t im p o r ta n t
re sp e c t w h o le  la n g u a g e  d id  n o t  d if fe r  a t  a ll: I t  d e ­
fied  c o m m o n  se n se  a n d  ig n o re d  p iles o f  re s e a rc h  
by d e -e m p h a s iz in g  skills a n d  fo c u s in g  a lm o s t so le ly  
o n  c o m p r e h e n s io n .  I t was m e re ly  th e  la te s t fa d  in  a 
lo n g  l in e  o f  m e a n in g -f irs t a p p ro a c h e s .

A Theory Discredited
M u ch  o f  vvliat w h o le - la n g u a g e  ad v o ca te s  c la im  

to  have in t r o d u c e d  is u n c o n tro v e rs ia l. .All ed u c a -  
m rs, in c lu d in g  th o s e  w h o  s u p p o r t  p h o n ic s  in s tru c ­
tio n . b e lie v e  th a t  c h i ld re n  s h o u ld  b e g in  re a d in g
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re a l l i te r a tu re  a n d  w riting  as ea rly  as p ossib le , th a t 
c o m p r e h e n s io n  is th e  u ltim a te  g o a l o f  re a d in g , a n d  
th a t  e d u c a tio n  sh o u ld  be re lev an t to  s tu d e n ts ' lives.

It is  th e  p h ilo so p h y  u n d e r g i r d in g  w h o le -lan ­
g u a g e  th eo rv  th a t  tro u b le s  lin g u is ts  a n d  re se a rc h  
p sy ch o lo g is ts  w ho  stu d y  h o w  th e  b ra in  p ro cesse s  
la n g u a g e . T h e  fo u n d e rs  o f  w h o le  la n g u a g e  se t 
th em se lv e s  a p a r t  f ro m  th e  look-say c ro w d  by a d ­
v a n c in g  n o t  o n ly  a new  m e th o d  o f  r e a d in g  in ­
s tru c t io n  h u t a n ew  th eo rv  o f  how  c h i ld r e n  a c q u ire  
w r i t te n  la n g u a g e  ab ilitie s . I so la te d  d r i l l in g  in 
so u n d -sy m b o l re la tio n sh ip s  was u n n e cessa ry , they  
a tg u e d .  b ec au se  le a rn in g  to re a d  w o u ld  b e  as n a t­
u ra l  as le a rn in g  to  talk  i f  m e a n in g  a n d  p u rp o se  
w e re  em p h a s iz e d . In d e e d , w h o le - la n g u a g e  th e o r is t  
F ra n k  S m ith  a r g u e d  th a t sk illed  r e a d e r s  sk ip  
a r o u n d  in s te ad  o f  re a d in g  e a c h  w o rd , u s in g  c o n ­
te x t to  co n firm  h y p o th ese s  a b o u t  th e  m e a n in g  o f  
te x t. H e n c e  e d u c a t io n  p ro fe sso r  K en  G o o d m a n 's  
d e s c r ip t io n  o f  r e a d in g  as a "p sy c h o lin g u is tic  g u ess­
in g  g a m e .” T o  a  w h o le -la n g u ag e  d isc ip le , p h o n ic s  
in s tru c t io n  ca n  o n ly  tak e  p lace  as a  ra re  in te rv e n ­
tio n  w h ile  c h i ld re n  a r e  ac tu a lly  re a d in g .

W h o le  la n g u a g e 's  in fa tu a tio n  w ith  th e  c o n te x ­
tu a l n a tu r e  o f  r e a d in g  is m o o re d  in  a  1965 s tu d y  by 
G o o d m a n . D u r in g  th e  study , b e g in n in g  re a d e rs  
w e re  g iven  a  list o f  w ords a n d  th e n  a  p ts s a g e  w ith  
th e  sa m e  w ords in  c o n te x t. O b s e rv in g  th a t  ch il-

W i t h o u t  s y s t e m a t i c  p h o n i c s  i n s t n c t i o n ,  25 p e r c e n t  

o f  c h i l d r e n  w i l l  n o t  r e a d  w i t h  t h e  f a c i l i t y  

r e q u i r e d  to  g l e a n  m e a n i n g  f r o m  t e x t .

d r e n 's  w o rd -id en d fica tio n  skills im p ro v e d  a f te r  
r e a d in g  th e  passag e . G o o d m a r  c o n c lu d e d  th a t  
c o n te x t  plays a  c e n tra l  ro le  in  d e c ip h e r in g  tex t.

B u t w h en  re s e a rc h e r  T o m  N ic h o lso n  rev is ited  
th e  s tu d y  in th e  Journal o f  Educational Psychology in  
1991, it  fell a p a r t . By c o n tro l l in g  fo r  th e  c h i ld re n 's  
re ad in g -sk ill levels a n d  th e  o r d e r  in  w h ich  th e y  re ­
c e iv e d  th e  tw o tes ts ( to  e l im in a te  th e  “p ra c tic e  ef­
f e c t”) , N ic h o lso n  fo u n d  th a t  c o n te x t  o n ly  h e lp e d  
p o o r  re a d e rs  a n d  o f fe re d  re a d e rs  in  g e n e ra l  n o  sig­
n if ic a n t  b e n e f it . “G o o d m a n  b a se d  h is  id ea s  o n  a  
p o o r  s tu d v  w h o se  fin d in g s  w e re  n e v e r  re p lic a te d ."  
savs L yon  o f  th e  N IH . “It n e v e r  w o u ld  h ave  g o tte n  
th r o u g h  a N a tio n a l In s titu te s  o f  H e a lth  review .” 

E y e -m o v e m e n t s tu d ie s  h av e  f u r th e r  u n d e r ­
m in e d  w ho le la n g u a g e 's  fa ith  in  c o n te x t  by p ro v in g  
th a t  sk illed  re a d e rs  d o  n o t u se  c o n te x t  a n d  p re d ic ­
tio n  to  c a p tu re  a  te x t 's  m e a n in g : th ev  ac tu a lly  
p ro c e ss  e a c h  w o rd  visuallv. O th e r  s tu d ie s  by K eith  
S tan o v ich  o f  th e  U niversity  o f  T o r o n to  a n d  C h a rle s  
P e rfe tti o f  th e  U niversity  o f  P ittsb u rg h  h av e  sh o w n  
th a t  g o o d  re a d e rs  se ld o m  re ly  o n  c o n te x t: in s te ad , 
th e i r  d e c o d in g  skills a r e  so  p ra c tic e d  a n d  q u ick  th a t  
th ev  sp e e d  th ro u g h  tex t w ith o u t e ffo rt. Less a b le
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r e a d e r s  s tru g g le  p a in fu lly  to  id e n tify  w o rd s, ta x in g  
th e i r  ab ilitv  to  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  tex t. ” It is o n lv  b e ­
c a u se  re a d e rs  ( a n d  l is te n e rs )  p ro cess  w o rd s  so  a u ­
to m a tic a lly  a n d  e ffo rtle ss ly  th a t  th e v  h av e  th e  m e n ­
tal t im e  a n d  ca p a c itv  le ft to  c o n s tru c t  a n d  re f le c t o n  
th a t  m e a n in g  a n d  m e ss a g e ,” w rite  M arilvn  A d a m s 
a n d  M agg ie  B ruck . o f  M o n tr e a l 's  M cG ill U niversity , 
in  A m encan Educator.

T h e  b e l ie f  th a t  r e a d in g  is a  “n a tu r a l” activ ity  e n ­
ta ils  c h a n g in g  th e  s c h o o lh o u s e  d ra m a tic a l ly . 
W h o le - la n g u a g e  te a c h e r s  te n d  to  re g a rd  th e m ­
selves as m o tiv a to rs  r a th e r  th a n  in s tru c to rs , instill­
in g  e n th u s ia s m  in s te a d  o f  bas ic  skills. F o r  e x a m p le , 
th ey  fa v o r “c h i ld -c e n te re d ” o v e r  “te a c h e r -d ir e c te d ” 
c la ss ro o m s. “C h i ld re n  s h o u ld  b e  fu lly  ac tiv e  p a r tic i­
p a n ts  in  b u i ld in g  y o u r  c la ss ro o m  e n v iro n m e n t  a n d  
c u r r ic u lu m , e n g a g e d  in  all th e  c r itica l a n d  c rea tiv e  
th in k in g  th o s e  tasks re q u ire ."  w rites Bess A ltw erg er. 
a  le a d in g  w h o le - la n g u a g e  p r o p o n e n t .  “E ven first- 
g ra d e  s tu d e n ts  a r e  c a p a b le  o f  w o rk in g  co ila b o ra -  
tively in  th is  r e g a rd , as lo n g  as you  c a n  a c c e p t  a n  e n ­
v iro n m e n t re f le c tin g  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  c h i ld re n  
r a th e r  th a n  a d u l t  p ro fic ien c y ."

T h e s e  c h a n g e s  a r e  t ro u b l in g  w h e n  o n e  c o n s id ­
ers th a t  S m ith  a n d  G o o d m a n ’s b e lie f  th a t  le a rn in g  
to  r e a d  is as n a tu ra l  as le a rn in g  to  sp e a k  is “a c c e p t­
ed  by n o  re sp o n s ib le  lin g u is t, p sy ch o log is t, o r  cog ­
nitive sc ie n tis t in  th e  re se a rc h  c o m m u n ity ."  w rites 
K eith S ta n o v ic h . o n e  o f  th e  fo re m o s t r e a d in g  r e ­
se a rc h e rs  in  t .ie  w o rld . B a rb a ra  F o o rm a n . a n  e d u ­
c a tio n a l p sy ch o lo g is t a t  th e  U n iv ers ity  o f  H o u s to n  
a n d  a n  N IH  re s e a rc h e r ,  p o in ts  o u t  th a t  i f  r e a d in g  
w ere  a s  n a tu ra l  as  sp e a k in g , th e r e  w o u ld  b e  n o  illit­
e racy  in  l i te ra te  so c ie ties .

A lth o u g h  th e  basic  p r in c ip le s  o f  w h o le  lan ­
g u a g e  h av e  b e e n  d is c re d i te d , its p r o p o n e n ts  a re  
n o t b e n d in g . “T h e r e  a r e  d i f f e r e n t  k in d s  o f  re ­
s e a rc h . q u a lita tiv e  a n d  q u a n ti ta t iv e ,” savs M u rp h y . 
“W h o le - la n g u a g e  r e s e a rc h e rs  te n d  to  fall o n  th e  
q u a lita tiv e  s id e ."  In  s h o r t ,  th e y  q u e s t io n  th e  re ­
s e a rc h  m e th o d  in s te a d  o f  a n s w e r in g  th e  re se a rc h . 
In d e e d , m a n y  w h o le - la n g u a g e  p r o p o n e n ts  h av e  re ­
s is ted  e v a lu a tin g  th e i r  a p p r o a c h  u s in g  tra d it io n a l 
m e a su re s  o f  s tu d e n t  p e r f o r m a n c e , p r e f e r r in g  s u c h  
te c h n iq u e s  as “k id w a tc h in g ” a n d  lo n g -te rm  ev a lu a ­
tio ns o f  s tu d e n ts ' " re a l"  w r itte n  w o rk . T h e y  g e n e r ­
ally q u e s t io n  th e  re liab ility  o f  s ta n d a rd iz e d  tests 
a n d  c o n tr o l le d  s tu d ie s  as a r tif ic ia l m e th o d s  th a t  
fail to  ta k e  a c c o u n t  o f  c u l tu ra l  a n d  e n v iro n m e n ta l  
d if fe re n c e s . P h o n ic s  a d v o c a te s  re g a rd  th is  as su b ­
te rfu g e . “S o m e  p e o p le  ju s t d o n 't  w a n t to  re ly  o n  
re se a rc h , w h ic h  m e a n s  th a t  w e r e p e a t  th e  s a m e  e r ­
ro rs  o v e r  a n d  o v e r  a g a in ."  says H a rv a rd ’s J e a n n e  
C h a ll w ith  o b v io u s  f ru s tra tio n . “I t 's  very  sad ."

P h o n ic s  A s c e n d a n t
In  a  t r a in in g  ta p e  d e v e lo p e d  fo r  te a c h e rs  in  Cal­

ifo rn ia . a n  e x p e r t  te a c h e r - tr a in e r  d e m o n s tra te s  
p h o n ic s  in  a c u o n . S h e  h o ld s  u p  a  “vcrv h u n g ry V —  \



s tu ffe d  h e a r  n a m e d  "C h u c k .“ w ho  is “ch o o s in g  
lu n c h ."  H is d ie t ,  h ow ev er, is lim ited : C h u ck  on ly  
wanes fo o d s  th a t  b e g in  w ith  th e  sam e so u n d  as  his 
n a m e , su c h  as "c h e e se , ch ip s , a n d  c h o p p e d -u p  
c h u n k s  o f  p e a c h ."  T h e  te a c h e r  asks h e r  class w h a t 
else C h u c k  m ig h t  like. O n e  firs t-g rad er co rre c tly  
v e n tu re s  “c h e r rv  p ie ."  A n o th e r  c h ild , as c o n fu se d  
a b o u t  e d ib i l i ty  as th e  s o u n d  "ch ."  m istak en ly  o ffers  
" ja ck e t."  .A fter b riefly  e x p la in in g  h is e r ro r , th e  
te a c h e r  sh o w s h e r  s tu d e n ts  th e  w o rd  "C h u ck .” a n d  
p o in ts  to  th e  firs t tw o le tte rs . In  u n iso n , h e r  e n ­
g a g e d  c h i ld r e n  p ra c u c e  m a k in g  th e  so u n d .

T h is  e x e rc is e  h e lp s  th e  c h i ld re n  realize  th a t  th e  
le tte rs  “c"  a n d  “h "  to g e th e r  m a k e  a  fa m ilia r  so u n d  
h e a rd  in  m a n y  o f  th e  w o rd s they  sp eak . .After 
w ards, th e  t e a c h e r  g ives h e r  c h i ld re n  a sm all b o o k  
th a t le ts  th e m  p ra c t ic e  th is  n ew  skill by in c lu d in g  
m an y  w o rd s  s p e l le d  w ith  a  “ch "— w h a t e d u c a tio n a l 
r e s e a r c h e r s  te r m  " d e c o d a b le  tex t."  S u re , it 's  n o t  
Treasure Island, b u t  th e  k id s  a r e  le a rn in g  to  associ­
a te  t h e  s o u n d  w ith  th e  sy m bo l, e n a b lin g  th e m  to  
re a d  “ re a l"  l i te r a tu r e  in  th e  fu tu re . T h is  is a n a th e ­
m a  to  fo llo w e rs  o f  w h o le  la n g u ag e . “P eo p le  fro m  
li te r a tu re -b a s e d  p h ilo s o p h ie s  w o u ld  freak  o u t  if  
th ey  saw  th is . T h e y  d o n ' t  w a n t to  w o rk  w ith  kids o n  
th e se  su b sk ills ,"  savs L yon.

f t  is  th e s e  su b sk ills , h o w ev er, th a t  im p o v e rish e d  
c h i ld r e n  a n d  th o s e  su f fe r in g  fro m  re a d in g  d isab il­
ities s u c h  a s  d y s lex ia  n e e d  th e  m ost. R esearch  su g ­
g es ts  t h a t  d i r e c t  in s tru c t io n  in p h o n ic s  is in n o c u ­
o u s  b u t  u n n e c e s s a ry  fo r  th e  m o s t ab le  50 p e rc e n t  
o f  c h i l d r e n .  N e u ro lo g is ts  s p e c u la te  th a t  th e i r  
b ra in s  m a y  b e  “h a rd -w ire d "  a t  b ir th  to  d isse c t 
s p e e c h  in to  in d iv id i al s o u n d s  a n d . w ith a lit t le  fo r­
m al in s t r u c t io n ,  easily  m a tc h  th o s e  so u n d s  to  in d i­
v id u a l le t te r s  a n d  sy llab les. O n c e  e x p o se d  to  g e n ­
e r o u s  h e lp in g s  o f  la n g u a g e , th e se  kids q u ick ly  
m o v e  f ro m  “s e e  S p o t n m "  to  r ic h e r  li te ra tu re .

T h e  n e x t  q u a r t i le  o f  c h i ld re n  will le a m  to  re ad , 
b u t  th e y  m a y  fall b e h in d  w ith o u t s tro n g  early  p h o n ­
ics in s t ru c t io n . F o r th e  re m a in in g  25 p e rc e n t, 
th o u g h ,  r e a d in g  will b e  o n e  o f  th e  g rea te s t ch a l­
le n g e s  th e y  w ill fa ce  in  life . T o  e n a b le  th e m  to  m e e t 
th a t  c h a l le n g e ,  Lyon says, "p h o n ic s  is n o n n e g o -  
tia b le ."  W ith o u t  sy stem atic , ex p lic it in s tru c u o n  in 
th e  so u n d -s v m b o l re la tio n sh ip s  th a t  c o m p rise  th e  
E n g lish  la n g u a g e , th ey  will n o t  r e a d  w ith th e  facili­
ty r e q u i r e d  to  g le a n  m e a n in g  f ro m  tex t.

T h e  N IH  s tu d ie s  h av e  d e m o n s tra te d  th is  o v e r  
a n d  o v e r , a t  12 sites in c lu d in g  Vale. Jo h n s H o p k in s . 
H a rv a rd . F lo r id a  S ta te , a n d  th e  U nive: :ty o f  H o u s ­
to n . T h e s e  s tu d ie s  h av e  sh o w n  th a t  th e  b es t p re d ic ­
to r  o f  t h e  ab ility  to  c o m p r e h e n d  tex t is th e  sp e e d  
a n d  a c c u ra c y  w ith  w h ic h  a ch ild  re ad s  in d iv id u a l 
w o rd s. In  e s se n c e , g o o d  re a d e rs  u se  p h o n ic s  c o n ­
stan tly , o n ly  w ith  so  m u c h  facility th a t  it a p p e a rs  as 
if  th e v  a r e  sk im m in g  a n d  sk ip p in g  a r o u n d . I t  is 
p o o r  r e a d e r s  w h o  d e c o d e  tex t u s in g  know n w ords, 
c o n te x t ,  p ic tu re s , fa m ilia r  le t te r  c o m b in a tio n s , a n d

p la in  o ld  g u e ss in g . T h e i r  t ro u b le  d o e s  n o t  lie  in  
c o m p r e h e n d in g  tex t: it is th e i r  in ab ility  to  c o n n e c t  
s p o k e n  w ith  w ritten  la n g u a g e  th a t  f ru s tra te s  th e m .

T h e s e  c h i ld r e n  m u s t  b e  t a u g h t  th a t  in d iv id u a l 
s o u n d s  h e a r d  in  s p o k e n  la n g u a g e — p h o n e m e s  
s u c h  as "c h "— can  b e  r e p r e s e n te d  by  le t te r  c o m b i­
n a tio n s . a n d  t h a t  th e s e  s o u n d s  a n d  le t te r  c lu s te rs  
c a n  b e  p u t  to g e th e r  to  fo rm  w o rd s . Jt is o n  th is 
p o in t  th a t  w h o le  la n g u a g e  a n d  p h o n ic s -f irs t te a c h ­
e r s  a r e  m o s t d iv id e d . W h o le  la n g u a g e  in s tru c ts  
th a t  p h o n ic s , i f  t a u g h t  a t  a ll. s h o u ld  o n ly  b e  ta u g h t  
im p lic itly , a llo w in g  c h i ld r e n  to  d e d u c e  th e  s o u n d -  
sy m b o l re la t io n s h ip s  th r o u g h  th e i r  e n g a g e m e n t  
w ith  tex t. T h e  f in d in g s  f ro m  th e  N IH  d ire c tly  c o n ­
tr a d ic t  th is . W h ile  m a n y  c h i ld r e n  easily  g ra s p  th e s e  
c o n n e c t io n s ,  a  s ig n if ic a n t n u m b e r  n e e d  th e m  to  
b e  ta u g h t  ex p lic itly , says L yon .

The Great Wall
So w hy th e  ch a sm  b e tw e e n  re s e a rc h  a n d  p ra c ­

tice?  H ow  c o u ld  a  p h ilo so p h y  w h o se  basic p r in c i­
p le s  have  b e e n  p ro v e n  false su rv ive  a n d  c o n u n u e  to  
g a in  s u p p o r te rs ?  T e s tify in g  b e fo re  th e  C o m m itte e  

"on E d u c a u o n  a n d  th e  W o rk fo rc e  in  th e  H o u s e  o f  
R e p re se n ta d v e s  th is  p a s t s u m m e r . R ic h a rd  V en ezk y  
o f  th e  U n iv ers ity  o f  D e law are  sa id  th a t  p a r t  o f  th e  
p ro b le m  is th a t  th e  g o v e r n m e n t  a n d  v a rio u s  fo u n ­
d a t io n s  fu n d  th e  re se a rc h  b u t  d o  n o t  d is se m in a te  
its f in d in g s . In d e e d , d u r in g  th e  c o m m itte e 's  h e a r ­
in g  o n  lite racy , c h a irm a n  W illiam  G o o d lin g  n o te d , 
“I ’ve b e e n  h e re  a ll th e s e  y ea rs a n d  
n e v e r  k n ew  th e r e  w as a n  o n g o ­
in g  p ro je c t  o n  r e a d in g  a t  th e  
N IH ."  N e i th e r  d id  h is co l­
le a g u e s , a n d  s in c e  o n ly  
13 m e m b e rs  o f  th e  45- 
m e m b e r  c o m m it te e  
ev e n  b o th e r e d  to  sh o w  
u p  to  th e  h e a r in g , few  
o f  th e m  f o u n d  o u t  
a b o u t  it.

M o re  d i s tu r b in g  
th a n  C o n g re s s 's  ig n o ­
ra n c e  is th e  s i tu a u o n  
o n  th e  f ro n t  lin es . T h e  
p e o p le  w h o  s h o u ld  b e  
m o s t fa m ilia r  w ith  th e  re ­
s e a rc h — e d u c a u o n  p ro fe s ­
so rs . te a c h e rs , a n d  sc h o o l 
a d m in is tra to r s — h av e  ro u tin e -  
ly a d o p te d  in s tru c t io n a l  m e th o d s  
a n d  c u r r i c u la  h ea v ily  i n f lu e n c e d  by  
w h o le  la n g u a g e  in  sp ite  o f  th e  o v e rw h e lm in g  b o d y  
o f  re se a rc h  e v id e n c e  s u p p o r t in g  p h o n ic s . I t ’s as i f  
e d u c a to r s  have e r e c te d  th e  in te l le c tu a l  e q u iv a le n t 
o f  C h in a 's  G r e a t  W all, su ccessfu lly  th w a rtin g  re­
s e a r c h e r s ' e ffo rts  to  in v a d e  th e  sc h o o lh o u se .

In  p a r t  th is  is d u e  to  a  lack  o f  le a d e rs h ip  a t  d ie  
fe d e ra l  level. T h e  g o v e rn m e n t  fu n d s  re s e a rc h  a t
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th e  N IH . at th e  C e n te r  fo r  th e  S tu d y  o f  R e n d in g  at 
th e  U niversity  o f  I llin o is  (w h ic h  h a n d -p ic k e d  
A dam s to  w rite  l i r g in n in f f  T o  R e n tf) . a n d  a t th e  U ni­
versity o f  O r e g o n ’s N a tio n a l C e n te r  T o  Im p ro v e  
th e  T oo ls o f  E d u ca to rs , all o f  w h ich  h av e  s tre s sed  
th e  vital im p o r ta n c e  o f  ea rly  p h o n ic s  in s tru c tio n . 
Vet the  l ‘.S. D e p a r tm e n t o f  E d u c a tio n  h as  h a rd ly  
a n y th in g  to say o n  th e  to p ic  b e y o n d  r e m in d in g  
p a re n ts  to  r e a d  to  th e ir  c h i ld r e n .  T h e  re su lt: L ittle  
o f  this re se a rch  re a c h e s  th e  c la ssro o m .

S ta te  e d u c a tio n  a g e n c ie s  a re  e q u a llv  h e s i ta n t  to 
take a s tro n g  p o s itio n . T h e  M a ssac h u se tts  S ta te  D e­
p a r tm e n t o f  E d u c a tio n  re fu ses  to  m ak e  re c o m ­
m e n d a tio n s  c o n c e r n in g  in s tru c tio n a l  m e th o d s , 
a n d  P atric ia  W e b s te r  o f  th e  N ew  Y ork S ta te  De­
p a r tm e n t o f  E d u c a tio n  sa id . "W e d o n ’t su g g est 
from  this level how  re a d in g  s h o u ld  o r  s h o u ld  n o t 
h e  ta u g h t in  th e  c la ssro o m . D ec is io n s like th a t  a re  
le ft to  th e  local d is tric ts ."  W illiam  F a rr  o f  th e  C o n ­
n e c tic u t S ta te  D e p a r tm e n t o f  E d u c a tio n  la b e le d  
Reid Lynn, a d iv is ion  c h ie f  a t  o n e  o f  th e  m o st re ­
sp e c te d  re se a rc h  in s titu tio n s  in  th e  n a t io n ,  a n  "ex­
trem ist."  a d d in g  th a t th e  s ta te  d e p a r tm e n t  ta k es  n o  
official p o s itio n .

Still, p le n ty  o f  e d u c a t io n  p ro fe sso rs  a re  fa m ilia r  
w ith th e  re se a rc h , yet fail to  in c o rp o ra te  it in to  
th e ir  c lassro o m  in s tm c tio n . W h ich  begs a  q u e s ­
tion : W hy is w ho le  la n g u a g e  so  s e d u c t iv e ' Re­
se a rch e rs  sp e c u la te  th a t  w h o le  la n g u a g e ’s p o p u ­
larity  stem s f ro m  te a c h e rs ' s e a rc h  fo r  a m e th o d  
th a t ’s e a s ie r  fo r  c h i ld re n  a n d  f re e s  te a c h e rs  from  
usin g  th e  stu ffy  w o rk sh ee ts  a n d  d u ll d r ills  o f  yes­
terday . "T h e  w h o le -la n g u ag e  m o v e m e n t s h o u ld  he 
a b o u t d isp la c in g  c o m p a r tm e n ta l iz e d  in s tru c tio n  
a n d  ro te  facts a n d  skills." w rite  A d am s a n d  B ruck. 
phon ics-first ad v o cates . “A n d  it sh o u ld  b e  a b o u t 
d isp lac in g  su c h  o u tm o d e d  in s tru c tio n a l  re g im e n s  
w ith h igh ly  in te g ra te d , m e a n in g fu l,  th o u g h tfu l,  
a n d  se lf-g e n d e rin g  e n g a g e m e n t  w ith  in fo rm a tio n  
a n d  ideas." B u t A d am s is q u ic k  to  a d d  th a t  system ­
atic  p h o n ic s  d o c s  n o t  im ply  sc h o o ld ay s  filled  with 
p a in s ta k in g  rec ita l o f  le tte rs  a n d  sy llab les. .-VII it 
takes, she  savs. is 20  to  30  m in u te s  e a c h  day.

W hole la n g u a g e  a lso  f lo u rish e s  b e c a u se  o f  th e  
lo n g -s ta n d in g  sk ep tic ism  to w ard  re se a rc h  in the  
e d u c a t io n  c o m m u n ity .  E ven  e d u c a t io n a l  re ­
search ers  a d m it  to  th e  sh o d d in e s s  o f  e d u c a tio n a l 
rese a rch  in  th e  past, a n d  th e  te n d e n c y  o f  “ th e  lat­
est find ings" ro sw ing e d u c a to rs  fro m  litd to  fad. 
'V e ry  little  re se a rc h  o n  a n y th in g  ev e r m ak es it in to  
th e  c lassroom . W h a t you  g e t  a r e  tre n d s  w ith  verv 
little re se a rch  e v id en c e  to  b ac k  th e m  u p ."  savs G er­
a ld  Rrncev. a re se a rc h  p sy ch o lo g is t w ho  w rites 
widely o n  e d u c a t io n  issues. “E d u c a to rs  r u n  from  
o n e  fad to  a n o th e r ."  a d d s  S m ith  o f  th e  N’EA.

F u r th e r  h a m p e r in g  a t te m p ts  to  e x te n d  re ­
search  fin d in g s in to  p ra c tic e  is th e  fact th a t  te ac h ­
ers  a re  ra re ly  ta u g h t h o w  to  r e a d  a n d  ana lvve re ­
search  ev id en ce . F or th e  m o s t p a r t, te a c h e rs  col­

leges th a t s c i r e  as v o ca tio n a l s c h o o ls  a re  se p a ra te  
from  re se a rc h  in s titu tio n s , so  p ro fe sso rs  w ho tra in  
te a c h e rs  a re  in s u la te d  fro m  p ro le s s o rs  w ho e n g a g e  
in re se a rch . "T hey’re  d if fe re n t p ro fe ss io n s ."  savs 
A dam s. "T hey  g o  to  d if fe re n t c o n fe re n c e s  a n d  
read  d if fe re n t jo u rn a ls .  T h e  p e o p le  w ho a re  d o in g  
re se a rc h  w ork  in  e d u c a t io n  a r e  n o t  w ell-in fo rm ed  
a b o u t th e  rea l p ro b le m s  a n d  n e e d s  o f  schoo ls  a n d  
te ac h e rs ."  T h e r e  a re  e x c e p tio n s , su c h  as th e  C o­
lu m b ia  U niversity  T e a c h e rs  C o lle g e  a n d  th e  U ni­
versity o f  V irg in ia ’s C u rry  S ch o o l o f  E d u ca tio n , b u t 
th e  vast m a jo rity  o f  te a c h e rs  g r a d u a te  from  "n o r­
m al sch o o ls"  w h e re  tr a in in g  a n d  re se a rc h  a re  n o t 
in te g ra te d . " T e a c h e rs  see  p ro fe sso rs  as very sm art 
p e o p le  w ho  d o  very  g o o d  w ork  th a t  has n o th in g  to  
d o  w ith w hat th e y  d o .” says Brncey,

W ith sc a n t ab ility  to  d isc e rn  rese a rch  from  
o p in io n , te a c h e rs  a n d  even sc h o o l su p e r in te n ­
d e n ts  o f te n  a d o p t  u n p ro v e n  p rac tices . "U n lik e  
o th e r  r e s e a rc h -b a s e d  p ro fe s s io n s ."  w rites re ­
s e a rc h e r  B o n n ie  G ro ssen . " o u r  m e c h a n ism s  lo r  
d is tin g u ish in g  fad s th a t  will p ro b a b ly  fail fro m  ct- 
fective in n o v a tio n s  a r e  w eak a n d  ineffec tive ."  Hy­
p o th e se s  by e d u c a t io n  p ro fe sso rs  qu ick lv  b e c o m e  
" th eo ries ."  ev e n  th o u g h  th ey  have  se ld o m  been  
su b je c ted  to  a n y  r ig o ro u s  te s tin g . As th e  d o m i­
n an c e  o f  w h o le  la n g u a g e  show s, th is  has b e e n  p ar­
ticu larly  tru e  in  th e  fie ld  o f  re a d in g . "H a rd  sc ien ce  
is o ften  a lien  to  p rim ary-leve l r e a d in g  in s tru c tio n , 
sn ak e  oil a n d  c h a r ism a tic  so lu tio n s  b e in g  p re ­
fe rre d  fa r  m o re  o f te n  titan  th is c o u n try  ca n  af­
fo rd ."  sa id  V enezky  in  h is  c o n g re ss io n a l testim ony.

At th e  g r a d u a te  level, w h o le  la n g u ag e  c o n tin ­
ues to  in fo rm  r e a d in g  in s tru c tio n . In fact, surveys 
o f  te a c h e rs  a n d  (lie te x tb o o k s  th e y  use in e d u c a ­
tion  schoo ls  c o n f irm  th a t  m ost te a c h e rs  a re  no t 
ta u g h t sv stem atic  p h o n ic s  a n d  a r e  h a rd ly  ev e r  to ld  
th a t w ho le  la n g u a g e  in s tru c tio n a l m e th o d s  a re  
even c o n te s te d . R eid  I.von te lls  o f  his e n c o u n te r  
with a C a lifo rn ia  te a c h e r  se e k in g  a d o c to ra te  in 
re a d in g  in s tru c tio n  w h o  a p p ro a c h e d  him  a f te r  a

w . h o l e  l a n g u a g e  f l o u r i s h e s  in  p a r t  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  

l o n g - s t a n d i n g  s k e p t i c i s m  t o w a r d  r e s e a r c h  

in  t h e  e d u c a t i o n  c o m m u n i t y .

le c tu re . H e r  face  w et w ith  tea rs , s h e  to ld  h im  th a t 
110 o n e  h ad  e v e r  e x p o se d  h e r  to  p h o n ic s-b ased  in­
s tru c tio n . “T h e  m a jo rity  o f  te a c h e rs  w e've ta lk ed  to  
w ho have b e e n  tra in e d  ov er th e  last 10 years have 
never even  d isc u sse d  th ese  issues.” savs Lyon. 
"T each ers  a r e  re se n tfu l th a t th e y  h a v e n 't  b e e n  p re ­
se n ted  th is in  th e  past."  says L ouisa C onk M oats, 
th e  d ire c to r  o f  t r a in in g  a t th e  G re en w o o d  S choo l, 
a te a c h e r-tra in in g  in s titu te  in  V erm o n t.

E d u ca tio n  sch o o ls  a re  ro u tin e ly  c r in c i/e d  fo r 
th e ir  em p h as is  o n  th e o rv  o v er p rac tice . T h is  is rs-
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peciallv  t r u e  in re a d in g . O n e  su rvey  p u b lish e d  
in th e  jo u r n a l  Tench/nr Education a n d  Special Ed­
ucation (1 9 8 9 ) fo u n d  th a t  less th a n  10 p e rc e n t  
o f  te a c h e rs  h a d  e v e r  seen  th e ir  p ro fesso rs  
d e m o n s tr a te  m e th o d s  o f  re a d in g  in s tru c tio n  
ta ilo re d  to  c h i ld re n  s d if fe r in g  n eed s . F ew er 
th a n  5  p e r c e n t  sa id  th a t  w h a t th ey  h a d  
le a rn e d  a b o u t  te a c h in g  re a d in g  ac tu a lly  re la t­
ed  to  w h a t th ey  d id  in  th e  c la ssroo m . Remedial 
and Special Education  p u b lish e d  a survey  in 
1992 o f  100 lea m in g -d isab ility  ex p erts , in ­
c lu d in g  m a n y  p ro fesso rs  o f  re a d in g  in s tru c ­
tio n . It f o u n d  th a t  few a ssig n ed  an y  im p o r­
tan c e  to  u n d e r s ta n d in g  basic  la n g u a g e  s tru c ­
tu re s  like sy llables a n d  p h o n e m e s . "T h e  m o s t 
c o m m o n  c o m m e n t  I g e t  is th a t  n o b o d v  e v e r  
ta u g h t m e  an y  o f  th e  su b s ta n tiv e  p a rt o f  w h a t 
it m e a n s  to  te a ch  s tu d e n ts  to  re ad ."  savs 
M oats, w h o  is d ire c t in g  N I H ’s s tu d y  o f  re a d in g  
in th e  D is tric t o f  C o lu m b ia 's  pub lic -sch o o l sys- A p h o n ic s -b a se d  r e a d in g  p r o g r a m  a n d  c o m m it te d  te a c h e r s  tu r n e d  
tern. "T h e y  c o n tin u a lly  ask , ‘W hy d id n 't  any- H o u s to n ’s  W esley  E le m e n ta ry  in to  a n  a c a d e m ic  p o w e rh o u s e , 
o n e  te a c h  m e  th e se  th in g s? ' "

G o o d  q u e s t io n . P a r t o f  th e  an sw er is th a t  s ta te s  f r ie d  E n g le m a n n . a  f o r m e r  p re s c h o o l  te a c h e r . It 
ra re ly  r e q u ir e  m o re  th a n  o n e  se m e s te r  o f  r e a d in g  in c o rp o ra te s  in te n s e , sy s te m a tic  p h o n ic s  in s tru c -  
in s tn tc t io n  to  o b ta in  ce r tif ic a tio n  to  teach . A n o th -  tio n  in to  a  fa s t-p aced , heav ily  s c r ip te d  p ro g ra m  
e r  p a r t  is th a t  few  sc h o o l d istric ts  ev a lu a te  te a c h e r s  w ith  c o n s ta n t  te a c h c r - s tu d e n t  in te r a c t io n , 
u s in g  s tu d e n t  p e r fo rm a n c e  as a  m easu re . In s h o r t .  L o tt 's  success was swift. In  1980. ju s t  th re e  years
p ro fe sso rs  a r e  w holly  u n a c c o u n ta b le  fo r th e  te a ch - a f te r  th e  s c h o o l 's  th ird  g ra d e r s  w e re  first ta u g h t  
ers  th e y  g ra d u a te .  T h e y  th u s  have little  in ce n tiv e  to  u s in g  DISTAR. 85  p e rc e n t  p a sse d  th e  re a d in g  co m - 
in d u lg e  in  p o te n tia lly  te d io u s  p rac tic e  sessions a n d  p re h e n s io n  p o r t io n  o f  th e  T e x a s  A sse ssm en t o f  
lessons in  how  to  p e r fo rm  a n  effective p h o n ic s  A c a d e m ic  Skills (TA A S). u p  f ro m  18 p e rc e n t  in  
d rill. “T h e  av e rag e  p e rs o n  w h o 's  te a c h in g  r e a d in g  1977. In  1996, 100 p e rc e n t  o f  W esley 's  th ird  g ra d e rs  
o n  a  u n iv e rs ity  facu lty  know s very  little  a b o u t  lin- p a sse d  th e  TAAS. even  th o u g h  m o re  th a n  80  p er- 
g u is tics ,"  says V enezky . n o w  serv ing  a  y ear-lon g  p o s t c e n t  o f  th e  kids in  th e  d is tr ic t  a r e  p o o r  e n o u g h  to  
as a  r e s id e n t  s c h o la r  a t  th e  U.S. D e p a r tm e n t  o f  Ed- qualify- fo r  fre e  o r  re d u c e d -p r ic e  lu n c h e s . "D irec t 
u c a tio n . “T o  th e m , p h o n ic s  is very o ften  fr ig h te n -  in s tru c tio n  has filled  th e  v o id  le f t by co lleg es  a n d  
ing , fo re ig n , a n d  very  d ifficu lt to  teach ."  E v iden tly , u n iv e rs itie s  a n d  te a c h e r  t r a in in g  in s titu tio n s ."  says 
e d u c a t io n  p ro fe sso rs  c a n n o t  im ag in e  th em se lv e s  L o tt, w ho  is n o w  f ra n c h is in g  su c cess  by ru n n in g  
h o ld in g  u p  th a t  h u n g ry  b e a r  n a m e d  C h u c k . W esley  as o n e  o f  fo u r  c h a r te r  s c h o o ls  u n d e r  h ip

c o n tro l . "W e've b e e n  f ig h tin g  th is  w h o le  la n g u a g e  
Phonics in Action wave fo r  years. P e o p le  w h o  o n ly  k n o w  how  to  te a ch

In  J a n u a r y ,  S e c re ta ry  o f  E d u c a tio n  R ic h a rd  w h o le  la n g u a g e  d o n 't  k n o w  h o w  to  te a c h  p h o n ic s ."
Rilev tra v e le d  to  H o u s to n . T ex as, to  lau d  th e  firs t O b se rv e rs  te n d  to  c h a lk  W esley 's  e x c e lle n c e  u p  
citv  to  a c c e p t  P re s id e n t  C lin to n 's  re a d in g  ch a l-  to  L o tt 's  c h a r ism a  a n d  s e n s e  o f  m iss io n . B u t his re- 
le n g e . C u rio u s ly  a b s e n t  f ro m  th e  festivities was th e  su its  sh o u ld  n o t  b e  so  su rp r is in g ; L o tt  sim p ly  a d o p t-  
H o u s to n  e d u c a u o n  sy s te m ’s sh in in g  sta r, f o r m e r  e d  th e  b es t p ro g ra m  av a ilab le . In  19 7 7 . P ro jec t Fol- 
W eslev E le m e n ta ry  P r in c ip a l T h a d d e u s  L o tt. D ur- low  T h ro u g h  re le a se d  th e  re su lts  o f  its d e c a d e - lo n g , 
in g  th e  e a rly  1980s. h is  su ccess in tu rn in g  W eslev S 500-m illion  s tu d y  o f  te a c h in g  m e th o d s  th a t  b eg an  
fro m  a  typ ical u rb a n  fa ilu re  in to  o n e  o f  T e x a s 's  as p a n  o f  L y n d o n  J o h n s o n 's  "W ar o n  Poverty ." T h e  
h ig h e s t-p e r fo rm in g  e le m e n ta ry  sch oo ls le d  a lm o s t fe d e ra l g o v e rn m e n t s tu d y  ra te d  d i r e c t  in s tru c tio n  
B00 H o u s to n  sc h o o ls  to  fo llow  his lead  in  a b a n -  th e  b es t m e th o d  by w h ic h  to  im p ro v e  s tu d e n t  p er- 
d o n in g  th e  sc h o o l d is tr ic t 's  r e c o m m e n d e d  cu r-  fo rm a n c e . L ite ra tu re -b a se d  p ro g ra m s  th a t  w ere  
r ic u lu m . avow edly  c h ild -c e n te re d  r a te d  low est. P aradox ica l-

A d m in is tra to rs  in s te a d  u se d  th e ir  d is c re tio n a ry  ly, d ire c t- in s tru c tio n  p ro g ra m s  p ro d u c e d  th e  g rea t- 
fu n d s  to  p u r c h a s e  D IS T A R  (D irec t In s tru c tio n a l e s t im p ro v e m e n t in  s tu d e n t  se lf-es teem , w hile th e  
S vstem  fo r  T e a c h in g  a n d  R e m e d ia tio n ) , th e  p ro -  c h ild -c e n te re d  m e th o d s  th a t  c la im e d  to  ra ise  stu- 
g ra m  L o tt  h a d  in t r o d u c e d  at W eslev in 1975. DIS- d e n t  se lf-esteem  ra n k e d  m u c h  low er.
T.AR. n o w  k n o w n  as R e a d in g  M astery , is a  d ire c t- in -  S till, d ire c t in s tn ic t io n  has s u f fe re d  fro m  criti-
s iru c t io n  p ro g ra m  d e v e lo p e d  in th e  1960s by Sieg- c ism  th a t  its s tr ic t p ro g ra m  h a n d c u ffs  te a ch e rs .
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a n d  few  sc h o o ls  have  a d o p te d  it n a t io n w id e . 
H e r e ’s th e  cvpical re sp o n se  f ro m  a  d i r e c t  in s tru c ­
tio n  te a c h e r , th o u g h :  "T he b o t to m  l in e  is th a t  
w hen  I g e t  th ird  g ra d e rs  r e a d in g  o n  a  f irs t-g ra d e  
level. I d o n 't  h av e  tim e  fo r f le x ib ilitv ."  savs D ia n n e  
Bissell. a  f o rm e r  e le m e n ta ry -sc h o o l t e a c h e r  a t o n e  
o f  th e  sc h o o ls  in  H o u s to n  th a t  a d o p te d  D IST A R  
a f te r  o b se rv in g  W eslev 's d r a m a t ic  im p ro v e m e n t .  
“ D irec t in s tn tc t io n  w orks,"

T h e se  sc h o o ls  p u rc h a se  D IS T A R  w ith  T id e  I 
fu n d s  g r a n te d  by th e  fed e ra l g o v e r n m e n t  to  p r e ­
s id e  e d u c a t io n a l  o p p o r tu n it ie s  to  lo w -in co m e  c h il­
d re n . At o th e r  sc h o o ls , m o s t T id e  I m o n e y  is w aste- 
fully s p e n t  o n  e a rly  in te rv e n tio n  p ro g ra m s  s u c h  as 
R e ad in g  R ecovery  (w hich  is e s t im a te d  to  c o s t b e ­
tw een  S 8 .000  a n d  S 9 .000 p e r  c h i ld ) ,  t e a c h e r  a id e s , 
a n d  re m e d ia l  h e lp  lo n g  a f te r  in te rv e n t io n  w o u ld  
have h e e n  m o s t effective . T h e  N IH  h as  d e v e lo p e d  
tests th a t  co s t S 15  p e r  s tu d e n t  to  assess w h e th e r  
c h ild re n  will have  tro u b le  l e a r n in g  to  r e a d  in first 
g ra d e . W h e n  u sed  in c o n ju n c tio n  w ith  an  e a rly  in ­
te rv e n tio n  p ro g ra m  su c h  as DIST.AR. L y o n  says. 85  
to  (J0  p e rc e n t  o f  p o o r  r e a d e rs  c a n  re a c h  av e rag e  
levels if  d ia g n o s e d  early  e n o u g h .  As t im e  g o e s  bv. 
th e  co sts  rise  as th e  p ro b a b ility  o f  su ccess  d e c lin e s .

B r id g in g  th e  C h a s m
T h e  “re a d in g  w ars" have b e c o m e  a  p o litic a l b a t­

tle rife w ith  sm e a rs  a n d  m is re p re s e n ta t io n . W ho le  
lan g u ag e  was b la m e d  en tire ly  fo r  s in k in g  re a d in g  
sc o res  in  C a lifo rn ia , even  th o u g h  th e  s ta te  a lso  
fa iled  to  tra in  te a ch e rs  in th e  n ew  li te ra tu re -b a se d  
c u r r ic u lu m . C ritics o f  th e  p u b h c -sc h o o l svstem  su ch  
as S am u e l B iu m en fe ld  view w h o le  la n g u a g e  as sim ­
ply th e  la te st a t te m p t bv th e  e d u c a t io n  e s tab lish ­
m e n t  to  “d u m b  d o w n " A m e r ic a 's  c h i ld re n , c le a rin g  
th e  p a th  fo r  a  socialist re v o lu tio n . W h o le -la n g u ag e  
a d h e re n ts  te n d  to  disclaim  th e  v alid ity  o f  a n y  sc ien ­
tific s tu d y  a n d  a c cu se  p h o n ic s -firs t s u p p o r te r s  o f  a 
h id d e n  a g e n d a : d e le g itim iz in g  th e  p u b lic  sc h o o ls  to 
win fu n d in g  fo r  p riv a te  re lig io u s  sc h o o ls .

B ut basic  skills a r e  an  issu e  o f  c o m m o n  se n se , 
n o t  co n se rv a tiv e  policy. C o n s id e r  th e  s p o r t  o f  
w restlin g . A  w res tlin g  m a tc h  b e tw e e n  tw o  sk illed  
a th le te s  m ay  a p p e a r  to a c a su a l o b s e rv e r  to  b e  as 
n a tu ra l  as a g o o d  re a d e r  b r e e z in g  th r o u g h  tex t. 
W h a t th e  o b s e r v e r  d o e s  n o t  k n o w  is t h a t  a  
w res tlin g  m a tc h  is m a d e  u p  o f  d o z e n s  o f  in d iv id u a l 
m oves a n d  sk ills th a t  th e  c o m p e t i to r s  h av e  p ra c ­
tic e d  fo r  m u c h  o f  th e ir  lives. W re s tlin g  c o a c h e s  
te a c h  a ll o f  th e s e  skills in  iso la tio n  a n d  th e n  le t 
th e i r  w re s tle rs  p ra c tic e  th e m  o n  th e  m a t. .After 
h o u rs  o f  p ra c t ic e  a n d  d r ill , th e s e  skills a r e  so  a u to ­
m atic  a n d  flu id  th a t  th e  w re s tle rs  d o  n o t  e v e n  n e e d  
to  th in k  a b o u t  th e m  d u r in g  a  m a tc h . T h e y  can  
w orrv  a b o u t  b r o a d e r  s tra te g y — just as a  r e a d e r  
w ith  e x c e l le n t  d e c o d in g  sk ills  c a n  c o n c e n t r a te  on  
c o m p r e h e n s io n . F ro m  sp o r ts  to  d r iv in g  to  c h e ss , in  
n o  o th e r  f ie ld  e x c e p t r e a d in g  w o u ld  te a c h e r s  tell

th e ir  s tu d e n ts  t h a t  le a r n in g  th e  basic  skills firs t is 
u n im p o r ta n t ,  p e r h a p s  ev e n  h a rm fu l.

I t 's  tru e  th a t  b as ic  skills a r e  n o  p a n a c e a . R e a d ­
in g  is a c o m p le x  ac tiv ity , a n d  a  h o s t  o f  o th e r  fa c to rs  
im p a c t how  w ell c h i ld re n  le a rn  th e  re la tio n s h ip  
b e tw e e n  th e ir  s p o k e n  la n g u a g e  a n d  its r e p re s e n ta ­
t io n  in p r in t . M o st im p o r ta n t  is a  c h i ld 's  re a d in e ss  
u p o n  e n te r in g  s c h o o l. A 1995 s tu d v  fo u n d  th a t  
c h i ld r e n  in  p ro fe s s io n a l  fa m ilie s  h e a r d  2 .1 5 0  
w o rd s p e r  h o u r  o n  a v e ra g e , w ork ing-c lass k ids 
w ere  e x p o se d  to  1 .250. a n d  c h i ld re n  o n  w e lfa re  
h e a rd  o n ly  620  w o rd s  p e r  h o u r . L 'p p e r- in co m e  p a r ­
e n ts  w e re  a lso  m u c h  m o re  likely  to  ask  s t im u la tin g  
q u e s tio n s  a n d  c h a l le n g e  th e i r  c h i ld r e n 's  co g n itiv e  
skills. T h e s e  k ids  s te p p e d  th r o u g h  th e  k in d e r ­
g a r te n  d o o r s  f a r  m o re  e x p e r ie n c e d  w ith  la n g u a g e , 
g iv in g  th e m  a  t r e m e n d o u s  a d v a n ta g e  in  th e  a c q u i­
s itio n  o f  r e a d in g  skills.

W h ile  b e a r in g  in  m in d  th e  e ffec ts  o f  th e  h o m e  
e n v ir o n m e n t  o n  le a rn in g , it is cq u a llv  im p o r ta n t  
to  n o te  th e  f u r th e r  d a m a g e  c a u se d  bv re ce iv in g  in ­
e ffec tiv e  m e th o d s  o f  r e a d in g  in s tru c t io n . T h e  N IH  
s tu d ie s  h av e  p ro v e n  th a t  p o o r  c h i ld re n  w h o se  p a r ­
e n ts  d o  n o t  e x p o s e  th e m  to  b o o k s  a n d  la n g u a g e  
su ffe r  th e  m o s t u n d e r  p ro g ra m s  like w h o le  la n ­
g u a g e  th a t  d o  n o t  e m p h a s iz e  skills. T h e i r  d ifficu l­
ties a r e  c o m p o u n d e d  w h e n  th ey  re a c h  h ig h e r  
g ra d e s  a n d  h av e  y e t to  le a rn  th e  fu n d a m e n ta ls  o f  
r e a d in g , h in d e r in g  th e i r  s tu d y  in  all o th e r  su b jec ts . 
.And T h a d d e u s  L o tt 's  su ccess  w ith  d i r e c t  in s tru c ­
tio n  p ro v e s  th a t  a  d is a d v a n ta g e d  b a c k g ro u n d  d o e s

A s u r v e y  o f  1 0 0  l e a r n i n g - d l s a b l l t t y  e x p e r t s  f o u n d  t h a t  

f e w  a s s i g n e d  a n y  i m p o r t a n c e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  b a s i c  

l a n g u a g e  s t r u c t u r e s  l i k e  s y l l a b l e s  a n d  p h o n e m e s .

n o t p r e v e n t  c h i ld re n  fro m  su c c e e d in g  a lo n g s id e  
th e i r  s u b u r b a n  p e e rs — if  th ey  a r e  ta u g h t  u s in g  re ­
se a rc h -b a se d  m e th o d s .

E g a lita r ia n s  w o rr ie d  a b o u t  th e  in c re a s in g  d is­
ta n c e  b e tw e e n  r ic h  a n d  p o o r  s h o u ld  ta k e  h e e d  o f  
r e s e a rc h e r s ' w a rn in g s . C u r r e n t  m e th o d s  o f  r e a d ­
in g  in s tm c t io n  a r e  e x a c e rb a t in g  d if fe re n c e s  in  e d ­
u c a tio n a l o p p o r tu n i t ie s ,  a llo w in g  th e  w e ll-h ee led  
so n s  a n d  d a u g h te r s  o f  lo q u a c io u s  p ro fe ss io n a l p a r ­
e n ts  to  r e a p  th e  ad v a n ta g e s  o f  w ea lth  w h ile  im p o v ­
e r is h e d  c h i ld r e n  l in g e r  b e h in d .

.As F lesch  w ro te  m o re  th a n  4 0  y ears ag o . “T h e re  
is a  c o n n e c t io n  b e tw een  p h o n ic s  a n d  d e m o c ra c y —  
a  f u n d a m e n ta l  c o n n e c t io n . E q u a l o p p o r tu n ity  fo r  
all is o n e  o f  th e  in a lie n a b le  rig h ts , a n d  th e  w o rd  
m e th o d  in te r f e re s  w ith  th a t  r i g h t . . .  . [ I J t  r e tu rn s  
to th e  u p p e r  m id d le  class th e  p riv ileg es  th a t  p u b lic  
e d u c a t io n  w as s u p p o s e d  to  d is t r ib u te  ev en ly  
a m o n g  th e  p e o p le ."

Tvce P alm affy is the assistant editor o f  Policy  Review.
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B y  T y c e  P a l m a f f y

a y l e  F a l lo n  w a n te d  to
give* h e r  I O -vear-old  
g o d so n  ;i m e a s u re  o f  
stab ility  in  life. W ith  a 
fa th e r  w ho  h a d  c o m ­
p iled  a  lo n g  r e c o rd  o f  
fe lony  co n v ic tio n s  a n d  
a  m o th e r  im p r is o n e d  

fo r sh o p lif t in g  a f te r  tw o p r io r  co n v ic tio n s fo r  d r u g  
p o sse ss io n , th e  boy h a d  sh u ff led  in  a n d  o u t  o f  fos­
te r  c a re  s in c e  b ir th . T o  w orsen  m a tte rs , h e  was la n ­
g u is h in g  in  th e  c h a o tic  e n v iro n m e n t o f  a  d ism al 
u rb a n  s c h o o l. F allo n , th e  p re s id e n t  o f  th e  H o u s to n  
F e d e ra tio n  o f  T e a c h e rs , k new  th a t w ith o u t a  d e c e n t  
e d u c a t io n , h e r  g o d s o n  m ig h t s tu m b le  a lo n g  th e  
sa m e  d e s tru c tiv e  p a th  h is p a re n ts  h a d  fo llo w ed . S o  
in 1994 sh e  se c u re d  h im  a sp o t a t M abel B. W esley 
E le m e n ta ry , a n  in no v a tiv e  p u b lic  c h a r te r  sc h o o l o n  
th e  o u ts k ir ts  o f  H o u s to n .

"I love th a t  p ro g ra m ."  F allon  savs. "I w o u ld n 't  
invest m y  g o d s o n  in  it if  I d id n 't ."

F a llo n 's  p ra ise  ev o k es a s u n -d a p p le d  p u b lic  
sc h o o l se t a g a in s t a  lea fy  .su b u rb an  b a c k d ro p . A n d  
so w o u ld  W eslev 's m a n ic u re d  law n, p r is t in e  b rick  
fa cad e , a n d  b u ffed  Horn's— if vein ig n o re d  th e  
liai b ed -w ire  fe n c in g  a n d  b o a rd e d -u p  h o u se s  e n c ir ­

c lin g  th e  sc h o o l. In  fact. W esley  E le m e n ta ry  se rv es 
th e  v io len t, d ru g - in fe s te d  A c res  H o m e s  s e c t io n  o f  
H o u s to n . .Ml o f  its s tu d e n ts  q ua lify  fo r  fe d e ra l  T itle  
I e d u c a t io n  fu n d s  e a r m a r k e d  fo r  d is a d v a n ta g e d  
c h i ld re n , a n d  its s tu d e n t  b o d y  is 99  p e r c e n t  m in o r ­
ity (9 3  p e r c e n t  b lack , 6  p e r c e n t  H is p a n ic ) . T h e  
lives o f  m an y  closely  m ir ro r  th a t  o f  F a llo n 's  g o d s o n .

W e h ave  c o m e  to  e x p e c t  m e d io c r i ty  f ro m  
sc h o o ls  w h o se  s tu d e n ts  a r e  s a d d le d  w ith  s u c h  tra g ­
ic c irc u m s ta n c e s . B u t s in c e  T lia d d e u s  I .o tt  b e c a m e  
its p r in c ip a l in  1973. W esley  lias g r a d u a te d  th o u ­
sa n d s  o f  c h i ld re n  w h o se  r e a d in g  a n d  m a th  sc o re s  
rival th o se  o f  th e i r  s u b u r b a n  p e e rs . B e fo re  I .o tt  in ­
t ro d u c e d  h is  e d u c a t io n a l  p h ilo so p h y , o n ly  IS  p e r ­
c e n t  o f  W esley 's  th ird -g ra d e rs  w ere  s c o r in g  a t  o r  
ab o v e  g ra d e  level in  r e a d in g  c o m p r e h e n s io n  o n  
th e  Iow a T e s t o f  Basic Sk ills. By 19S0. 8 3  p e r c e n t  
w ere  a c h ie v in g  a t o r  a b o v e  g ra d e  level. In  1996. 
100 p e rc e n t  o f  W esley 's th ird -g ra d e rs  p a s se d  th e  
T ex as  A ssessm en t o f  A c a d e m ic  Skills (T A A S ) in  
re a d in g . S ta tew id e , few er th a n  70 p e r c e n t  o f  th ird -  
g ra d e r s  in  s c h o o ls  w ith  s im ila r  d e m o g r a p h ic s  
p assed .

T o  a c h iev e  th is  a s to u n d in g  tu r n a r o u n d .  I .o tt  
e sch ew ed  p o p u la r  n o s t ru m s — c o m p u te r s ,  sc lio o l- 
to -w ork  in itia tiv es , p a re n ta l  in v o lv e m e n t— fo r  th e  
basics: a p ro v e n  c u r r ic u lu m , r ig o ro u s  t e a c h e r  
t r a in in g , s tr ic t  d is c ip l i r e .  h ig h  e x p e c ta t io n s  o f  
te a c h e is  a n d  s tu d e n ts , a n d  a  fe rv e n t b e l ie f  th a t  a n y  
c h ild  ca n  le a rn .

“I t 's  a m v th ."  says L o tt, “ th a t  if  y o u 'r e  b o r n  in a  
p o o r  c o m m u n itv  a n d  v o u r  sk in  is a c e r ta in  c o lo r  
th a t  v ou  c a n ’t a c h iev e  o n  a  h ig h e r  level."

Houston educator 
Thaddcus Lott 
puts failing schools 
to shame
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H av in g  su c c e e d e d  a t  W eslev. I.o tt w a n te d  to  v in ­
d ic a te  h is belief's at o th e r  tro u b le d  sc h o o ls . In  th is  
d e s ire  th e  c o n u m m itv  saw a n  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  h av e  
even- A cres H o m e s  c h ild  sc h o o le d  by I .o tt. So  itr. 
r e s id e n ts  p e t i t io n e d  th e  H o u s to n  sc h o o l b o a r d  to  
allow  L ott to m a n a g e  W eslev a n d  th r e e  n e ig h b o r ­
in g  sc h o o ls  as a s e p a ra te  d istric t ol c h a r te r  sc h o o ls . 
T h e  c o n tra c t  w as s ig n e d  in sprin t? 15)93. m a k in g  
L o tt s d is tr ic t th e  firs t c h a r te r-s c h o o l a r r a n g e m e n t  
o f  its k in d  in T e x a s , p re d a t in g  ev en  th e  s ta te  law  
e n c o u r a g in g  c o m m u n it ie s  to  e s tab lish  c h a r t e r  
sch oo ls . T h e  c h a r te r 's  goal: T o  h ave  70 p e r c e n t  o f  
all c h i ld r e n  w h o  h av e  s p e n t  th r e e  te a r s  in t h e  c h a r ­
te r  system  sc o r in g  a t  o r  ab o v e  g ra d e  level.

T h e  c h a r te r  gives I .o tt to ta l f re e d o m  to  tra in  
staff, d e v e lo p  a  c u r r ic u lu m , a n d  m ak e  h ir in g , fir­
ing. a n d  p ro m o tio n  d ec is io n s  a t th e  fo u r  sc h o o ls . 
T h e  c h a r te r  "allows us to  feel like w e re  n o t  c o m ­
m ittin g  a c r im e  bv d o in g  th in g s  d if fe re n tly .” says 
I.o tt. "It d o e s  n o t re lea se  us Irom  ac co u n ta b ility , 
th o u g h . W e have  a  th re e - te a r  c o n tra c t, a n d  th e  
c o m m u n ity  e x p e c ts  re su lts .” As th e  e q u iv a le n t o f  a  
d is tric t s u p e r in te n d e n t .  I.o tt re p o r ts  d irec tly  to  th e  
s u p e r in te n d e n t  o f  H o u s to n  sc h o o ls .-e n a b lin g  h im  
to  s id e s te p  several layers ol h u reau c racv .

Only $2,500 Per Child
It is S t .M . a t W eslev. a n d  M atv  O 'C o n n o r 's  

th ird -g ra d e rs  a r e  in a h u rry . T h ev  a re  le a s in g  o n  a  
field  n i p  a t  5). a n d  t h e r e ’s p len ty  o f  le a rn in g  to  d o  
b e fo re  th e n . N o t a m o m e n t is w asted  as th e y  c o r­
rec t th e i r  m a th  h o m ew o rk , re c ite  v o c ab u la ry  lists, 
a n d  re a d  fro m  a novel. L u ira  Ingalls W ild e r 's  I.title 
House ■'ii the Prairie. By 5> t .M .. they  have a c c o m ­
p lish e d  m o re  th a n  m an y  classes d o  all m o rn in g .

T h is  is th e  tvp ical c la ssroo m  a t  W esley: T h e  p ac e  
is q u ic k , th e  g o a ls  a r e  se t h ig h , a n d  n o  d is ru p tio n s  
a re  to le ra te d . ‘‘W e h ave  a lo t o f  g ro u n d  to  c o v e r .” 
savs I .o tt. "T he success o f  th ese  kids d e p e n d s  o n  th e  
p e rc e n ta g e  o f  tim e  th ey  a re  o n  task. W e c a n 't  le t 
o n e  o r  tw o s tu d e n ts  d is ru p t th e  e d u c a tio n a l e x p e ­
r ie n c e ."  T h e  fu s t  lesson  W eslev kids le a rn  is how  to  
walk th r o u g h  th e  halls quie tly , sin g le -tile  w ith  
h a n d s  fo ld e d . F ig h tin g  is fo rb id d e n .

T h e  p a c e  is ro o te d  in  th e  cu rr ic u lu m . U p o n  e n ­
te r in g  W esley as p rin c ip a l. I .o tt  p u rc h a se d  th e  Di­
rec t In s tru c tio n a l System  fo r T e a c h in g  a n d  R em e­
d ia tio n  (D IS T A R ), a  p ro g ra m  d e v e lo p e d  a t  th e  
I 'n iv e rs itv  o f  Illin o is  d u r in g  th e  1960s. K now n now  
us R e a d in g  M astery  a n d  C o n n e c tin g  M ath  C o n ­
cep ts . it is b ased  o n  th e  d irec t- in s tru c tio n  m o d e l c f  
te a c h in g , in w h ich  s tu d e n ts  a n d  te a ch e rs  e n g a g e  in  
a  livelv. in te ra c tiv e  re g im en  o f  s tru c tu re d  d rills  a n d  
se q u e n tia l  lessons, e a c h  b u ild in g  o n  th e  last. DIS- 
T.AR’s p h o n ic s -b a se d  re a d in g  lessons a re  lite ra llv  
s c r ip te d  fo r  th e  te a c h e r , w ho is r e q u ire d  to  ask  5200- 
5)00 q u e s tio n s  p e r  day . o ften  in i aid-fire s e q u e n c e . 
T h e  c h i ld r e n 's  h ig lw lec ib e l ch al re sp o n se s  iv.av 
s o u n d  lik e  a  h ig h -sc h o o l c h e e r le a d in g  sq u a d

h o p p e d  u p  o n  N o -D o /, b u t  th e y  a r e  l e a r n in g  t: 
r e la tio n s h ip s  b e tw e e n  th e  s o u n d s  a n d  th e  le t te  
th a t  c o n s ti tu te  th e  E ng lish  la n g u a g e . .A nd t h e n  
n o  q u ib b l in g  w ith  th e  re su lts  a t W esley .

D u r in g  L y n d o n  J o h n s o n 's  "W a r o n  P o v e r r  
th e  fe d e ra l  g o v e r n m e n t  b e g a n  P ro je c t  F o lh  
T h r o u g h ,  w h ich  s p e n t  $ 5 0 0  m ill io n  a n d  tn a . 
y ea rs in v e s tig a tin g  th e  m ost e f fec tiv e  p e d a g o g y  t 
d is a d v a n ta g e d  s tu d e n ts . It c o n c lu d e d  th a t  d i r e  
in s t ru c t io n  was th e  o n ly  m e th o d  th a t  ev e n  c a r . 
c lo se  to  e le v a t in g  p o o r  r e a d e r s  to  t h e  5 0 th  pc 
c e n ti le  in a c h ie v e m e n t. C h i ld - c e n te r e d  a p p r o a c  
es th a t  d im in is h  th e  te a c h e r 's  ro le  in  t h e  c la s s r o o  
a n d  re je c t  th e  te a c h in g  o f  b a s ic  sk ills  f i n i s h e d  
th e  c e lla r . Iro n ica lly , r e s e a rc h e rs  a lso  f o u n d  th  
d i r e c t  in s t ru c t io n  e le v a te d  s tu d e n ts '  s e lf -e s te e m  i 
m o re  th a n  th e  c h i ld -c e n te re d  m e th o d s  t h a t  . 
c r ib e  a  c e n tra l  ro le  to  h ig h  se if-e s tee m  a n d  n m i 
ta in  th a t  se lf-e s tee m  su lfe rs  in  h eav ily  c o n t r o l l e  
te a c h e r -d ire c tc d  e n v iro n m e n ts . D is a d v a n ta g e d  m 
d e n ts  s u c c e e d  m o r e  o f te n  w ith  d i r e c t  i n s u n c t i o  
h o w ev er, a n d  I .o tt  know s tim e a c h ie v e m e n t  b u i i  
se lf-e s teem , n o t  th e  o th e r  way a r o u n d .

D ire c t in s tru c t io n  w orks so  w ell t h a t  L o tt  s t e e  
ju st 3 p e r c e n t  o f  W esley s tu d e n ts  in to  s p e c ia l - e d  
c a tio n  classes. By c o m p a r is o n . 10 p e r c e n t  o f  . 
H o u s to n  s c h o o lc h ild re n  a r e  la b e le d  sp e c ia l  e d .

H o u s to n  sc h o o ls  can  m ask  p o o r  a c h ie v e m e  
by  in f la t in g  th e i r  sp e c ia l-e d  ra n k s  b e c a u s e  s p e c i .  
e d u c a t io n  c h i ld re n  d o  n o t  c o u n t  to w a rd  a  s c h o o  
a v e ra g e  TAAS sco res . L o tt re fu se s  to  e n g a g e  
su c h  s u b te r fu g e . By e x e m p t in g  o n ly  3 p e r c e n t  
its s tu d e n ts  fo r  sp ec ia l e d . W esley ’s TA A S s c o n  
r e p r e s e n t  m o r e  th a n  5)0 p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  s tu d e *  
b o d y  (a  sm a ll p e rc e n ta g e  o f  H is p a n ic  c h i l d r e n  a: 
e x e m p te d  fo r  ta k in g  th e  te s t in  S p a n is h ) .  O n lv  f I- 
o f  2 4 2  o th e r  H o u s to n  s c h o o ls  te s t m o r e  c h i ld r e .  
m o s t te s t w ell b e lo w  70 p e r c e n t .

" O th e r  p r in c ip a ls  h ire  r e m e d ia l  t e a c h e r s ."  s ir 
Phyllis H u n te r ,  m a n a g e r  o f  r e a d in g  in s t r u c t io n  f  
th e  H o u s to n  sc h o o l d is tric t. " T h a d d e tis  h ire s  te a c  
e rs  w h o  k e e p  k ids o u t  o f  r e m e d ia l  c la sses .” I n  fac 
W esley re ta in s  ju s t  o n e  sp e c ia l-e d  te a c h e r , w h ic  
h e lp s  to  tr im  its costs to  a n  a v e ra g e  o f  S 2 .5 0 0  p< 
c h ild — n ea rly  S I .000  less th a n  th e  d is tr ic t  a v e ra g  
"W e've  always d o n e  m o re  w ith  less .” b o a s ts  L o t t .

L o tt  h e ld  to  h is fa ith  itt b a s ic  sk ills w h i le  I: 
c o u n te r p a r t s  sw o o n e d  o v e r  th e  n o w -d is c re d ire  
" w h o le - la n g u a g e ” th e o ry  o f  r e a d in g , w h ic h  d . 
avows ex p lic it  p h o n ic s  in s tru c t io n  a n d  view s te a c i  
e rs  m o re  as " le a rn in g  fa c ilita to rs” th a n  in s t r u c to i  
“P e o p le  s ta r te d  te a c h in g  w ith o u t  e v e r  g iv in g  k it 
an y  d e c o d in g  skills." I .o tt says. "T h e v  g ave  t h e m  
h u n c h  o f  b o o k s  a n d  sa id . "R ead .' T h a i  was t h e  fa 
lacy o f  th e  w h o le -la n g u ag e  b a n d w a g o n  ”

So m an v  e d u c a to r s  j u m p e d  o n  th is  b a n d w a g o  
th a t  L o u . in  th e  p re -c h a r te r  e ra . h a d  to  r u n  ca n c . 
sales a n d  fo rg o  te c h n o lo g -  u p g ra d e s  to  p u rc h a >  
DIST.AR b ec au se  it was n o t o n  th e  s t a t e A J j^ to f  a:
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