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Foreword

This action paper was adopted by the Learning First Alliance, an organization of 12 leading
nationa education associations. It has been informed by many distinguished expertsin reading.
We are pleased to acknowledge the assistance of Robert Savin, JohnsHopkins University, aswe
as advice provided by Marilyn Adams, BBN Corporation; |sabel Beck, University of Rittsburgh;
Reid Lyon, National Institutes of Health; LouisaMoats, D.C. Public Schools/NICHD Early
Interventions Project; Jean Osborn, Educational Consultant; Olatokunbo S. Fashola, Johns
Hopkins University; David Pearson, Michigan State University; Joseph Conaty, Office of
Educational Research and Information, U.S. Department of Education; and John Pikulski,
International Reading Association. Although many individuals have offered suggestionsthat have
beenincorporated herein, this paper should not necessarily be considered representative of the
views of any individual who assisted in the writing or provided advice and comment.

Executive Summar

Read ng failure is the overwhelming reason that children are retained, assigned to specia
education, or given long-term remedial services. Our goal isto ensure that all children learnto
read well. If we started today, we could ensurethat virtudly every hedthy child borninthe 21s
century would be reading well by agenine, and that every child now in dementary school would
graduate from high school a reader.

Although overdl reading performance has been more or less unchanged since 1972, 40 percento
all nine-year-olds score below the basic level on the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP). There isa continuing gap between white students and African-American and Higpanic
students. While 69 percent of African-American and 64 percent of Hispanic students scored
below basic in 1994, only 31 percent of whitefourth graders did.

The Alliance calls on educators, policy makers, and others to adopt practices that are cons sten
with available research on how to teach reading effectively. This research calls for explicit,
systematic instruction in phonemic awareness and phonics along with early and continued
exposure to rich literature and writing opportunities.

Early childhood. The foundation for reading successis formed long before achild reachesfirs
grade. Parents, care providers, and other community members should give children a strong base
of cognitive skillsrelated to print, background knowledge, and a love of books starting at infancy



By the end of kindergarten, children should have: agreat ded of experiencewith children’s
literature; language skills that allow them to describe their experiences; familiarity with the
alphabet; and the ability to identify the sounds that make up words.

First grade. Infirst grade, children begin to use reading ability to define themselves and their level
of academic success. It isaso in first grade when common instructional practices and materials
are often inconsigent with the most current research findings. Although some children are able to
teach themsalves how to sound out words, other children need to be taught this skill or they ma
have lifelong reading problems. In order to avoid leaving some children behind, dl children shoul
be taught phonetic decoding strategies, although those who acquire reading easily can quickly
move through thisinstruction. Reading materials should feature a high proportion of new words
that children can sound out using theletter-sound relationships they have been taught. Writing
skills and comprehension strategies should also be taught from the earliest grades. Reading
pleasureis equaly important, and text should be as interesting and meaningful as possible.

Second grade and beyond. By second grale, children should be ableto sound out short
phonetically regular words, know many sght words, and have good reading comprehens on skills.
Any child who cannot perform these skills needsimmediate attention. Even as children are further
developing their decoding skills, they should be reading qudity literature, including nonfiction.
Instruction should focus on increasing comprehension, adding to children’s vocabulary, and
writing. Older children who have not yet learned to read, children in specid education, and
children for whom English isa second language require additional assistance. For some of these
students, additional research is needed to learn what strategies are most effective.

The Alliance calls on educators and policy makersto:

Base educational decisions on evidence, not ideology and provide dl children explicit,
systematic instruction in phonicsand exposure to richliterature, both fiction and
nonfiction.

Promote adoption of texts based on the evidence of what works.

Improve preservice education for eementary teachersby including instruction on the
research base, gpplicationsof that research in the classroom, and experiences with such
methods.

Improve the quality of ongoing professiona development on indructiona strategies that
includes discuss on of research on how children learn to read as well as extensivein-class
follow-up.

Promote whole-school adoption of effective methods.

Involve parents in support of their children’s reading.

Provide additiona staff for tutoring and to reduce reading class-size.
Administer diagnostic assessments regularly to kindergartners and first-graders.

Intensify reading research.



The Learning First Action Plan for Reading
Why Reading Reform |Is Essential

Every educator, parent, and child knows that reading i sthe most important skill taught in
elementary school.

The number of children who are poor readers is debated, but one widely accepted indicator istha
40 percent of all U.S. nine-year-olds score below thebasic level on the National Assessment o
Educational Progress (NAEP). Whatever the definition, the number of poor readersin our society
istoo high. Reading failure is overwhemingly the most significant reason that children are
retained, assigned to specia education, or given long-term remedial services.

Inaddition t thelarge number of poor readers, there isa continuing gap between white students
and African-American and Hispanic students. I1n 1994, 31 percent of white fourth-graders scored
below basic, while 69 percent of African-American and 64 percent of Hispanic students did.
These differences have mgor consequencesfor our society, as they lead to inequalitiesamong this
nation’s students that last throughout their schooling and beyond.

The reading problems of U.S. children are not new. Overall reading performance has been more
or less unchanged since 1972, when thefirst NAEP report was issued. The notion that we can
simply returnto some earlier golden age of reading is wrong. Still, while reading performance
may not be declining, it is certainly not improving. In what other area of American life would we
be satisfied if things had gotten no worsein 25years? Moreover, we now know more than ever
before about how to help virtually every child becomea successful reader.

Every Child Reading: An Attainable Goal

Our goal isfor all hedthy children tolearn to read well. With what we now know, this country’s
reading problems arelargdy solvableif we have thewill to solve them.

Using techniques available toda -- and new approachesthat research could readily produce and
validate within afew years -- we could ensure reading success for dl but atiny proportion o
students. If we started today, we could ensure that virtualy every healthy child bornin the 21s
century would be reading at or above the basclevd on NAEP by age nine, and that every child
now in elementary school would graduate from high school areader. We could also substantially
increase the number of children reading at NAEP s proficient and advanced standards. Our goa
asanation must beno less.

What will it take to ensure the reading success of every child
Effective new materids, tools, and strategies for teachers.
Extensive professonal development to learn to use these strategies.

Additiona gaff to reduce class sizes for reading ingtruction and to provide tutoring for
students who fdl behind.



Changesin school organization for more appropriate class groupin gs and effective use o
specid education, Title I, and other supplementary resources.

District, state, and nationa policies to set high standards of performance, to support
effective classroom instruction, and to improve teacher training programs.

Parents and other community members to support intensified efforts to improve the
reading ability of dl students.

Parents and guardiansto ensure that their children arrive at school ready to learn ever
day.

Intensified research.

No one of these reforms can do thejob by itsdf, but all of these changes together can substantidly
increase reading successfor dl of America’ s children. Thesereformswill require that we use
current resourcesin better, different ways. In particular, funds and personnel now devoted to
professonal development, inservice education, instructiona time, research, and textbooks must be
more sharply focused in the ways suggested be ow. In addition, these reforms will also require
New resources -- in such areas as pre-K, professional development, class-size reductions, and
research.

Every Child Reading: A Research Base

Inforging a strategy to ensure reading success for all, it is essential to focus on practices
grounded in research.

After years of conflict between whole language and phonics advocates, a consensus about what
worksis emerging. The Learning First Alliance, made up of major education organizations,
agreed to focus this white paper on reading practices based on strong research findings. Working
with expertsin the field, a draft paper was developed and adopted by the Learning First Summitin
January 1998. Then, in spring 1998, the National Research Council (NRC) of the National
Academy of Sciences (NAS) completed amgor review and synthesisof reading research, entitled
Preventing Reading Difficultiesin Y oung Children. Seventeen of the nation’s leading experts
served on that panel, and although they represented a wide spectrum of views, they did reach
consensus and all Sgned off onthe find report. The Alliance has referenced some of the NAS
findings, when helpful, to amplify pointsmadein thisfina Alliance document.

The Learning First Alliance sees its challenge as having to react quickly to new research
information without falling victim to unsubstantiated fads. To meet this challenge, this paper relies
heavily on quantitative research toinform key decisions that policy makers and educators mus
make to improve students’ reading skills. This paper draws on evidence from such
interdisciplinary fields as language, cognition, neurol ogicd sciences, and the psychology of
reading. We pay specia attention to studies of the reading achievement of children taught using
one method to that of similar children taught by different methods. We also draw heavily on
longitudina work, whichfinds correlations between various teacher practices and children’s
reading or between children’s early skills and knowledge and their later reading. These typeso
research, if replicated many timesin many circumstances, can tell educators that, on average, one
approachislikely to bemore effective than another. Qualitative research, in contrast, offers



valuable insights and directionsfor future research. It aso helps us to understand what’ s behind
the quantitative research. Y et quditative research doesn’'ttell uswhat practices and programs can
be successfully replicated, which is afundamental need of our schools.

We firmly believe that without research, professionals cannot do their jobswell. Still, even relying
on the best research available to make difficult decisons, it isimportant to keep two caveasin
mind. First, the applications of research findings must be tempered by wisdom, experience, and
sensitivity to the needs of a particular child or group of children. Second, research develops over
time. What seems well established today may be challenged or modified by new findings
tomorrow.

Keeping theselimitations in mind, however, itisthe responsibility of educators and policy makers
to take advantage of the best avalable research, and to useit as the basisfor decisions abou
reading instruction and policy. Thefollowing sections summarize what the research says about the
major types of reformsthat are necessary to bring al children to high levelsof literacy.

A. Prekindergarten and Kindergarten Programs
The foundationsfor reading successare formed long before a child reachesfirst grade.

Parents and other care providers can give children, starting at infancy, a strong base of language
concepts, cognitive skillsrelated to print, and alove of books. Research on ingruction in
prekindergarten and kindergarten identifies the concepts and skillsthat are the foundation o
success in early reading and the instructional strategies that best help children to learn these
concepts and skills.

Quality preschool experiencesincrease cognitive kills at entry tofirst grade. While these
improved cognitive skillsdo not directly result inimproved reading, they do prepare childrent
profit from high-quality reading instruction. Similarly, full-day kindergarten programs can increase
children’s cognitive skills and their readiness to prafit from high-quality first-grade instruction.

Early diagnostic assessments, beginning as soon as kindergarten, can be auseful tool to ensure
immediate intervention for the children who are identified as being at risk of reading failure.

During pre-K and kindergarten, students should develop:

Language skills. At entry to first grade, students will need to have had abroad array of language
experiences. Ord language, vocabulary, and other language concepts are crucial foundations for
success in reading, especially reading comprehension. In particular, children need to be able to use
language to describe their experiences, to predict what will happen inthe future, and to talk about
events that happened in the past. Early childhood programs can develop children’s language b
giving them many opportunities to discuss their experiences, make predictions, and discuss pas
eventsin small groups. Many children also benefit from instruction in key language concepts, such
as colors and shapes, prepositions (e.g., under/over, before/after), sequence (e.g., smdl tolarge),
and classfication (e.g., animals, containers, and plants).

Background knowledge.  key predictor of successful reading comprehension is background
knowledge. Children need knowledge and understanding of their own world in order to make



sense of what they read. In addition, children need to be exposed to content in science, history,
and geography from an early ageto give them a context for understanding what they read.

Appreciation of stories and books. Children need a great deal of experiencewith literature, as
activelisteners and as active participants. Storybook reading is atypicd activity in
prekindergarten and kindergarten. Research shows that the detailsof storybook reading matter. In
reading to children, teachers should stop to let children discuss how the characters feel and wha
they want to do, and make predictions about how stories will end. Teachers should help children
to actively explore themeaning of new words and concepts. They should give children
opportunitiesto retell the text after hearingit, giving them achance to use the story’s new words
and language and to put pictures of the story’ s eventsin the right order. Book reading should
include nonfiction aswell asfiction selections.

Concepts of print. Children need to know that stories and other texts are written from left to
right, that spaces between words matter, and that there is a one-to-one correspondence between
the words on apage and the words the reader says.

Phonemic awareness. One of the most important foundati ons of reading successis phonemic
awareness. Phonemes are the basic speech soundsthat are represented by the lettersof the
alphabet, and phonemic awareness isthe understanding that words are sequences of phonemes.
Phonemic awarenessis demonstrated by the ability to identify and manipulate the sounds within
spoken words. Children can be taught to hear that catis composed of three sounds: /k/, /&, /t/.
Children canlearn to assemble phonemesinto words as well as break words into their phonemes
even before they are writing letters or words.

Giving children experience with rhyming wordsin the preschool yearsis an effective first step
toward building phonemic awareness. Hearing rhymes, and then producing rhymes for given
words, requires children to focus on the sounds inside words. Later, more direct instruction on
the individual sounds that make up wordsis needed. The god is to have children start their more
formal instruction inreading with a comfortablefamiliarity with the sounds that letters represen
and with hearing those sounds within words.

Alphabet and letter sounds. One of the best foundationsfor early reading successis familiarity
with the letters of the alphabet. Children can learn aphabet songs, match pictures or objects with
initial letters, play games with letters and sounds, and so on. They canlearn to recognizeand prin
their names, the names of their classmates, and names of familiar objectsin the classroom or
home. Asthey gain command of letters and sounds, kindergartners can begin to write smple
stories. By the end of kindergarten, children should be able to recognize, name, and print | etters,
and know the sounds they represent.

B. Beginning Reading Programs

When it comes to reading, the ninemonths of first grade are ar guably the most important ina
student’ s schooling.

It isduring first grade that most children define themselves as good or poor readers.
Unfortunately, it isalso infirst grade where common instructiona practices are arguably mos



inconsigent with the research findings. This gap is reflectedin the basal programsmost commonly
used in first-grade classrooms. The National Academy of Sciences report found that the more
neglected instructional components of basal series are among those whose importance is most
strongly supported by the research.

Inthis discusson, there are again certain caveats to keep in mind. There is no replacing passionate
teacherswho are keenly awareof how ther students arelearning; research will never be able to
tell teachers exactly what to do for agiven child on agiven day. What research can tell teachers,
and what teachers are hungry to know, is what the evidence shows will work mogt often with
most children and what will help specific groups of children.

To integrate research-based instructional practicesinto their dally work, teachers need:

Training in alphabetic basics. To read, children must know how to blend isolated sounds int
words; to write, they must know how to break words into their component sounds. Firs-grade
students who don’t yet know their letters and sounds will need specid catch-up instruction. In
addition to such phonemic awareness (see the discussion on phonemic awareness on p. 11),
beginning readers must know therr letters and have a basic understanding of how theletters o
words, going from left to right, represent their sounds. First-grade classrooms must be designed
to ensure that all children haveafirm grasp of these basics before formal reading and spelling
instruction begins.

A proper balance between phonicsl and meaning in their instruction. In recent years, mos
educators have come to advocate abaanced approachto early reading instruction, promising
attention to basic skillsand exposure to rich literature. However, classroom practices of teachers,
schools, and districts usng baanced approaches vary widely.

Some teachers teach a little phonics on the side, perhaps using special materias for this purpose,
while they primarily use basal reading programsthat do not follow a strong sequence of phonics
instruction. Others teach phonicsin context, which means stopping fromtime to time during
reading or writing instruction to point out, for example, a short a or an application of the silent e
rule. Theseinstructional strategies work with some children but are not consistent with evidence
about how to help children, especially those who are most & risk, learnto read most effectively

The Nationa Academy of Sciences study, Preventing Reading Difficultiesin Y oung Children,
recommendsfirst-gradeinstruction that provides explicit instruction and practice with sound
structures that lead to familiarity with spelling-sound conventions and their use in identifying
printed words. The bottomlineisthat all children have to learn to sound out words rather than
relying on context and pictures as their primary strategies to determine meaning.

Does this mean that every child needs phonicsinstruction? Research shows that all proficient
readers rely on deep and ready knowledge of spelling-sound correspondence while reading,
whether this knowledge was specificaly taught or simply inferred by students. Conversely, failure
to learn to use spelling/sound correspondences to read and spell wordsis shown to be themos
frequent and debilitating cause of reading difficulty. No one questions that many childrendo learn
to read without any direct classroom instructionin phonics. But many children, especidly children
from homes that are not language rich or who potentially have learning disabilities, do need more
systematic instruction inword-attack strategies. Well-sequenced phonicsinstruction early infirs



grade has been shown to reduce theincidence of reading difficulty even asit accel erates the
growth of the dassas awhole. Given this, itis probably best to start dl children, most especially
in high-poverty areas, with explicit phonics instruction.

Such an approach does requir e continually monitoring children’s progress both to allow those
who are progressing quickly to move ahead before they become bored and to ensure that those
who are having difficulties get the assistancethey need.

Strong reading materids. E arly infirst grade, a child’s reading materials should feature a high
proportion of new words that use the letter-sound relationships they have been taught. It makes
no sense to teach decoding strategies and then have children read materialsin which these
strategies won't work. Whileresearch does not specify the exact percentage of words children
should be ableto recognize or sound out, itis clear that most childrenwill learn to read more
effectively with booksinwhich this percentageis high.

On this point, the National Academy of Sciences report recommends that students should read
well-written and engaging texts that include words that children can decipher to give them the
chance to apply their emerging skills. It further recommends that children practice reading
independently with texts slightly below their frustration level and receive assistance with dightly
more difficult texts.

If the books children read only give them rare opportunities to sound out words that are new to
them, they are unlikely to use sounding out as a consistent strategy. A study comparing the
achievement of two groups of average-ability first-graders being taught phonics explicitl
provides evidence of this. The group of children who used texts with ahigh proportion of words
they could sound out learned to read much better than the group who had textsin which the
could rarely apply the phonics they were being taught

None of thisshould be read to mean that children should be reading meaningless or boring
material. Thereisno need to returnto Dan canfan theman. It's asimportant that childrenfind
joy and meaning in reading as it isthat they devel op the skills they need. Reading pleasure should
always be as much afocus as reading skill. Research showsthat the children who learn to read
most effectively are the children who read the most and are most highly motivated to read.

Thetexts children read need to beas interesting and meaningful aspossible. Still, a the very early
stages, thisis difficult. It isn't possble to write gripping fiction with only five letter sounds. But
meaningful context can be created by embedding decodable text in stories that provide other
supportsto build meaning and pleasure. For example, someearly first-grade textsuse pictures to
represent words that students cannot yet decode. Othersinclude ateacher text on each page, read
by the teacher, parent, or other reader, which tells part of the sory. The studentsthen read their
portion, which uses words contai ning the spelling-sound relationshipsthey know. Between the
two types of texts, ameaningful and interesting story can betold.

Strategies for teaching comprehension. Learning to read is not alinear process. Students do not
need to learn to decode before they can learn to comprehend. Both skills should be taught at the
same time from the earliest stagesof reading instruction. Comprehension strategies can be taugh
using material that isread to children, aswel as usng materid the children read themselves.
Before reading, teachers can establish the purpose for thereading, review vocabulary, activate



background knowledge, and encourage children to predict what the story will be about. During
reading, teachers can direct children’s atention to difficult or subtle dimensionsof the text, poin
out difficult words and ideas, and ask children to identify problems and solutions. After reading,
children may be asked to retell or summarize stories, to create graphic organizers (such as webs,
cause-and-effect charts, or outlines), to put pictures of story eventsin order, and so on. Children
can be taught specific metacognitive strategies, such asasking themselves on aregular basis
whether what they are reading makes sense or whether there isa one-to-one match between the
words they read and the words on the page.

Writing programs. Creative and expository writing instruction should beginin kindergarten and
continue during first grade and beyond. Writing, in addition to being valuable initsown right,
gives children opportunities to use their new reading competence. Research showsinvented
spelling to be a powerful meansof leading studentsto internalize phonemic awareness and the
alphabetic principle.

Still, while research shows that using invented spellingisnot in conflict with teaching correc
spelling, the National Academy of Sciences report does recommend that conventionally correc
spelling be developed through focused instruction and practice at the same time students use
invented spdling. The Academy report further recommends that primary grade children should be
expected to spell previoudy studied words and spelling patterns correctly in find writing
products.

Smaller classsize. Class sizemakes a difference in early reading performance. Studies comparing
classsizes of approximately 15 to those of around 25 in theearly elementary gradesreveal tha
classsize has a significant impact on reading achievement, epecidly if teachersare also using
more effective instructiond strategies. Reductions of this magnitude are expensive, of course, if
used all day. An dternativeisto reduceclass size just during the time set aside for reading, either
by providing additional reading teachers during reading periods or by having certified teachers
who have other functions mogt of the day (e.g., tutors, librarians, or special education teachers)
teach areading class during acommon reading period.

Curriculum-based assessment. Infirst grade and beyond, regular curriculum-based assessments
are needed to guide decisons about such things as grouping, the pace of instruction, and
individual needsfor assi stance (such as tutoring). The purpose of curriculum-based assessment is
to determine how children are doing in the particular curriculum being used in the classroom or
school, not to indicate how children are doing on nationa norms. In first grade, assessments
should focus on al of themagor components of early reading: decoding of phoneticaly regular
words, recognition of sight words, comprehension, writing, and so on. Informa assessments can
be conducted every day. Anything children do in class gives information to the teacher that can be
used to adjust instruction for individualsor for the entire class. Regular schoolwide assessments
based on students’ current reading groups can be given every six to 10 weeks. These migh
combine material read to children, materid to which children respond on their own, and material
the child reads to the teacher individually. These school assessments should be aligned as much as
possble with any district or state assessments studentswill have to take.

Effective grouping strategies. Children enter first grade at very different pointsin ther reading
development. Some aready read, while others lack even the most basi ¢ knowledge of |etters and



sounds. Recognizing this, schools havelong used a variety of methods to group children for
instruction appropriate to their needs. Each method has its own advantages and disadvantages.

The most common method is to divide children within their own classinto three or more reading
groups, which take turns working with the teacher. The main problemwith this strategy isthat it
requires follow-up time activities children can do on their own while the teacher isworking with
another group. Studies of follow-uptimefind that, all too often, it translates to busywork.
Follow-up time spent in partner reading, writing, working with a well-trained paraprofessional, or
other activities dosdy linked to instructional objectives may be beneficial; but teachers mus
carefully review workbook, computer, or other activitiesto be sure they are productive.

Another strategy isgrouping within the same grade. For example, during reading time there might
be ahigh, middle, and low second-grade group. The problemwith thistype of groupingisthat i
creates alow group with few postive models.

Alternatively, childrenin all grades can be grouped in reading according to their reading level and
without regard to age. A second-grade-levd reading class might include somefirst-graders, many
second-graders, and a few third-graders. An advantage of thisapproach isthat it mostly eliminates
the low group problem, and gives each teacher onereading group. Therisk is that some older
children will be embarrassed by being grouped with childrenfrom alower grade leve. Classoo
management and organization for reading instruction are areas that deserve further research and
attention.

Some other thingsthat will help teacherstoteach reading effectively include:

Tutoring support. Most children canlearn to read by the end of first grade with good-qudity
reading instruction aone. In every school, however, there are children who need more assi stance.
Small-group remedial methods, such asthosetypical of Title | or specid education resource roo
programs, have not generally been found to be effectiveinincreasing the achievement of these
children. One-to-onetutoring, closely digned with classroom instruction, has been effectivefor
struggling first-graders. While it is often best to have certified teachers working with children with
the most serious difficulties, well-trained paraprofessionds can devel op a valuable expertise for
working with these children. Trained volunteers who are placed in well-structured, well-
supervised programs aso can be a valuable resource.

Home reading. Children should be spending more time on reading than isavailableat school. They
should read at home onaregular basis, usually 20 to 30 minutes each evening. Parents can be
asked to send in signed formsindicating that children have done their home reading. Man
teachers ask that children read aloud with their parents, sblings, or othersin first grade and then
read dlently thereafter. The booksthe children read should beof interest to them and should
match their reading proficiency.

C. Second Grade and Beyond

Children who are not decoding and comprehending well a the end of first grade need immedi ate
Specid attention.

By the end of first grade, with high-quality instruction and any necessary tutoring or other



assstance, most students should, infact, be able to decodevirtudly any phoneticaly regular shor
word with short or long vowels and read a large number of high-frequency sight words. If
children have deve oped good decoding skills in first grade, further instruction in phonicsis
needed, but limited.

By the time children enter second grade, they aso need to have solid comprehension skills, both
for understanding material they read on their own and for material that isread to them. They need
to be able to understand a beginning second-grade text they haven't seen before, and they need to
learn to monitor their own comprehension for confusion and uncertainty

Asthey progress through second-grade and beyond, children need to develop areal joy of reading
and to read awidevariety of materids, expostory (nonfiction) aswell as narrative. Through such
reading, children will develop greater fluency, vocabulary, background knowledge,
comprehension strategies, and writing skills.

Instruction needs to be concentrated on:

Literature. At this point, children should read qudity literature appropriate to their current reading
levels, both in school and at home. Basal programs, student readers, novels, anthologies, and

other sources of good reading material can all be used. Thegoal increasingly becomes for children
to develop areal joy of reading that propds them to read frequently and widdy.

Expository text (content knowledge). In most schools, reading instruction has traditionall

focused overwhelmingly on narratives. Y et children also need strong comprehension strategiesfor
science, history, geography, and other content areas. These areimportantin their own right, o
course, but take on additiona importance in reading development. Research finds that one of the
best predictors of reading comprehens on is background knowledge. Obvioudy, it is much easier
to comprehend narrative text such as the Diary of Anne Frank if you know about the Hol ocaust,
or to comprehend To Kill aMockingbird or Sounder if you know about the higory of the
American South. 1t makes sense both to infuse expository materia into reading instruction and to
teach effective reading comprehension strategies and study skillsduring socid studies and science
periods.

Reading comprehens on. Everything teachers do in reading class and beyond should be designed
to build children’s ahility to understand increasingly complex content of dl sorts. Children need to
learn reading strategies known to enhance comprehension and retention. For example, children
canlearn to scan material before they read, to predict what will happen in the story and toreca
background knowledge about the topic discussed in the material. While reading, they can learn to
look for characters, settings, problems, and problem solutions, to summarize main ideas, and to
monitor their own understanding (for example, regularly asking themselves whether they
understand what they are reading). After reading, children can be taught to make charts, webs,
outlines, and other representations of the content. They can generate questions for other children,
or write their own reactions to stories or factual material. They can summarize or retell storiesto
partners or to the teacher. They can be taught generic reading comprehension strategies such as
finding the main idea, starting with smple paragraphs and moving to more complex materid. All
of these strategies help build reading comprehens on skills that will work with any reading
material, not just the particular stories or content children are reading.



Vocabulary. Children’svocabulary can bebuilt by teaching specific words that appear in students’
texts, giving students opportunities to use these words in avariety of contexts, and teaching
students dictionary skills. We want students paying attention to and liking words. While research
shows some benefit of direct instruction on vocabulary development, it also findsthat vocabulary
growth is heavily influenced by the amount and variety of materia children read. Neverthel ess, the
power of homeand school reading for vocabulary building are strongly influenced by the support
and encouragement that students are givenfor attending to and learning about new words as the
read. A good practice, for example, isto ask students to note three new wordsof their own
choiceinthe course of their reading and then to set aside some timeto collect, discuss, and revisit
such words, extending and clarifying their usage and meanings. In addition, vocabulary will be
boosted as children become fluent in using and understanding multi-syllabic patterns.

Writing. Research on creative and expasitory writing finds positive effectsof writing process
models in which students work in small groupsto collaboratively plan, draft, revise, edit, and
publish individual compositionsin various genres. Specificinstruction in writing for different
audiences and purposes (such as persuasive argument, description, and giving directions), aswe
asinstruction instrategies that enrich and clarify language expresson, is essentid . Language
mechanics kills, such as capitalization, usage, and grammar, can bedirectly taught and integrated
into students' own writing through the editing process. For exampl e, students might study proper
use of adjectives and adverbs and then write descriptive compositions. An editing checklist would
add correct useof adjectives and adverbs asa criterion for review in a peer-editing process.

Cooperativelearning. Cooperative learning can be very effectivein upper elementary reading and
writing instruction if itisproperly used. In general, students should work in groups of four to five
members that stay together over a period of Sx to eight weeks. The groups should be able to earn
certificates or other recognition based on the degree to which all of their members have mastered
the material being presentedin class. For example, the teacher might present a lesson on main idea
and then let students work in groups to practice that skill. Groups should be set up to help all
members master material, not to make it possblefor any child to do hisor her group’swork. At
the end of the period, the children might beindividualy assessed on main idea, and the group
could receive recognition based on the total scoreof the members' quizzes.

D. Older NonReaders

We have stressed reading successfor children inthe early grades because it iseasier to preven
reading problems than to remediate them, and unfortunately, there are few proven strategies to
help upper-grade nonreaders.

Aswe moveto end early reading failure, we must aso solve the problem presented by children
who did not learn to read inthe early grades. A number of children at the upper d ementary,
middle, and high school levels are reading poorly or not at al. Students at that level are likely to
have motivational problemsin addition to whatever factors led them not to learn to read in the
primary grades. Thereisacritical need for further research to identify effective strategies and
programs for remediating reading problemsin older children, but we do know some promising
approaches that can be applied now.



Where older nonreaders demonstrate word recognition difficulties, structured phonics and spelling
instruction are warranted. One-to-one tutoring programs built on sound phonetic principles can
often make a remarkable differencein students’ reading performance ina period of months.

In addition, itisessential that opportunities be created to increase the quantity and quality o
reading experiences for all such students. This should include careful selection of level-
appropriate texts for independent reading as well as supported reading of more challenging
material, including classroom assignments.

Children who are adequate decoders but poor comprehenders can be taught comprehension
strategies in which they summarizeinformation, generate questions, retell sories or other content,
and learn to monitor their own comprehension. There are a number of effective programs to teach
study skills, which are closdly related to reading comprehension. Many older nonreaders benefit
from working with a study buddy, such as an older student, a volunteer, or a parent, who helps
them organizeinformation, look for key ideasin the booksthey are reading, and practice reading
out loud.

A smaller percentage of these older nonreaders are likely to have other more serious problems,
such as auditory discrimination. These students will require different types of interventions.

E. English Language L earner

Research comparing bilingual and non-bilingual gpproaches has been highly controversial, but
most reviewers at least agree that bilingual approaches are no less effective than English-only
instruction.

Children who are speakers of languages other than English are ty picdly taught to read in oneo
two ways. Some are taught in their nativelanguage and then transitioned to English at some poin
after first grade. These hilingual programs also provide English as a second language (ESL)
instruction to build students’ English skills. The alternative isto teach in English but provide
support to help children succeed. Students would typically spendtime with an ESL teacher, bu
would be taught in English from the outset.

The Nationa Academy of Sciences report strongly cautions that more research isneeded to
identify characteristics of both effective bilingual programs and effective English-only programs.
With that caution in mind, however, available evidence suggests that children ought to be taugh
how to read in their native language while acquiring oral proficiency in English and then
subsequently be taught to extend ther skills to reading in English when the proper conditionsare
in place. These conditions include having a teacher whoisfluent and literatein the student’s
native language and having textud and other materid support for instruction in that language. In
addition, theliteracy level of the homeisshown to bea strong influence in the effectivenesso
bilingual programs. In general, principles of effectiveinstruction for bilingual classes are no
different from those for monolingual English reading as long as the second language is an
alphabetic language.

Principles of effectiveinstruction for nonbilingual programsare dso similar to those for
monolingual English reading, except that teachers need to make adaptations to make the conten



comprehensible. For example, many teachers use atechnique called total physical response, in
which children learn English words by acting them out or by seeing the teacher do so. ESL
teachers should align their activitiesclosdy with those of classroom reading teachers, so that the
help children with the specific language skills needed for success in the mainstream classroom.
ESL teachersthemsalvesoften teach thereading class. It isimportant to avoid adisconnec
between ESL and other instruction. The guiding principle should bethat the content of ESL and
other supplementary services should be driven by whatever children will be held accountable for.

Systematic attention to vocabulary and syntactic devel opment is of critical importance for a
English language learners.

F. Supplementary Services

A crucia part of aschoolwide literacy strategy is effective use of supplementary services, such as
Title| and specid education, to support students success.

The underlying principlesfor dl such services are prevention, early intervention, integration,
continued monitoring, and supports, as needed. That is, services should be used to the maximu
extent possible to keep studentsfrom falling behindin thefirst place, to provideimmediate,
intensive assistance for any who start to fall behind, and to assist children with the exact skills
being taught in their regular classroom (rather than to teach a separate curriculum). Additiona
aspects of research-based practicein supplementing programs are discussed in the following
sections.

Titlel. About three-quarters of all elementary schools qualify for Title | funds, which are
allocated to schools primarily on the basis of the percentage of students who are poor (usually
measured as the percent qudifying for free or reduced-price lunches). Schoolsin which at least 50
percent of students qualify for free lunch can become schoolwide projects, which canuse Title |
funds flexibly to serve dl students. Title | schools with fewer than 50 percent of studentsin
poverty must use most of their resources to serveindividua children who perform below a
particular level (often, below the 30th percentile on agiven test).

Research on Chapter 1, the predecessor to Titlel, found few postive effects of progra
participation overall. However, thereis evidence that Chapter 1/Titlel schoolsthat use thel
resources on well-designed, well-implemented reform models can have a strong paositive impac
on student achievement. Other effective uses of Title | resources include one-to-one tutoring and
professonal development for proven programs. In essence, Title | should be seen as a key
resource for implementation of the effective strategies identified in this paper and el sewhere.

Specid education. About haf of the childrenin specid educeation are categorized ashaving
learning disabilities, making thisthe largest category of specia education. Almost aways, these
learning disabilitiesinvolve reading. In practice, alearning- disabled child isusually one who has
an average 1Q but is not reading.

The most effective approach to reading disabilities for most children is prevention. Children who
are given high-qudity prekindergarten, kindergarten, and early elementary programs,
supplemented as necessary with one-to-one tutoring and other supports, are substantidly less



likely to ever need special education services. Only after such preventive approaches have been
conscientiously gpplied and have falled should assignment to special education be considered.

For children who have been assigned o specia education for reading disabilities, effective
strategies are often essentidly the same as for other low achievers. These children need to have
their reading difficulties diagnosed and then must haveindividual strategies developed to help
them thrive, often including systematic instruction in phonics. Children with severe dyslexia may
need services on along-term basis, often with extensive modifications of curriculum.

Strategiesfor Achieving the Goal of Every Child Reading

If 40 percent of all third-graders are not reading adequatdy today, reducing this substantialy b
the time children being born today reach third grade will be an enormous undertaking. Differen
kinds of strategies will be necessary to improve the performance of children in general, of those
with mild reading difficulties, of those with serious reading difficulties, and of thosewho are
dyslexic. Thereisagreat deal we can do now onall of these fronts, including:

1. Base educaiona decisions on evidence, not ideology. It istimeto cdl off the endless reading
wars. Asthe review of research presented earlier clearly demonstrates, there is vaidity to methods
derived from many different philosophica bases. Some areas of emerging consensus include:

Children need explicit, systematic instruction in phonics and exposure to rich literature,
both fiction and nonfiction.

While children need instruction in phonicsin early reading devel opment, even then,
attention to meaning, comprehension strategies, language development, and writing i
essentid.

At all times, developing children’sinterest and pleasurein reading must be as much a
focus as developing their reading ills.

The famous pendulum of educational innovation swings more wildly in reading than in any other
subject. Pendulum swings of this kind are characterigtic of fields driven by fashions, not b
evidence. Hemlines go up and down because of changing tastes, not new evidence; progressin
medicine, engineering, and agriculture, based to afar greater degree on evidence from rigorous
research, isboth faster and less subject to radica shifts. In the same way, educational practice
must come to be based on evidence -- not ideology.

While there is always more we' d like to know, we do know enough now to take action that will
greatly reduce the number of children who cannot read and greetly increasethe number who can
reach high levels of achievement. We cannot wait for research to answer every question while
another generation of children fals behind.

2. Promote adoption of texts based on the evidence of what works. Historicaly, reading
textbooks have been adopted primarily based on criteria that havelittle to do with evidence:
attractiveness, cost, supplements, and so on. This must change. There s little evidence about the
effectiveness of particular textbooks, but thereis enough evidence to recommend certain typeso
approaches, such as the use of texts with ahigh proportion of words that can be sounded out in
first grade.



3. Provide adequate professona development. Better books will not inthemselves lead to better
readers. Teachers and pargprofessonals must recelve quality staff development on instructiona
strategies. This meansfar more than the brief inservice presentations traditionally provided by
textbook publishers. Effective professional development requires extended time for initial training
that includes discuss ons of research on how children learn to read as well as specific instructiona
strategies. In addition, it requires extensive in-class follow-up. Expert coaches (who may be
fellow teachers) need to visit the classes of teachers who are implementing new reading
approaches and then need to have time to discuss strengths and next stepswith the teachers.
Teachers and paraprofessiona’s need to have opportunities to meet regularly to discuss their
implementation of new methods -- and to share problems, solutions, and innovative idess.
Professional development needs to be seen as a never-ending process that involvesthe entire
school staff, not a one-time event

4. Promote whole-school adoption of effective methods. Some of the most effective approaches

to early literacy instruction are comprehensive methods that provide instructional materials,
assessments, extensive professional development, accommodations (such as tutoring) for children
who are having difficulties, designs for classroom and school organization, and other features.
These methods are adopted by the entire school, providing a common focus and extensive
asgstance in implementing a well-integrated design for change.

5. Involve parents in support of their children’s reading. Research shows that parent involvement,
especidly in activitiesthat directly support their children’ sschool success, is correlated with
reading achievement. Parents can do a great ded to build their children’ s literacy development.
They can read to children from infancy through the d ementary grades. They canmonitor their
children’s homereading and ask teachers to require regular reading as homework. They can take
children to the library and borrow or purchase books.

Teachers should make specid efforts to open communication with parents, encouraging them to
take an active interest in their children’ s schoolwork and progress. Many parents fee
uncomfortable without such an invitation and guidance. Teachers can provide parentswith specia
strategiesto increase the value of home reading, such as taking to children about characters and
plots, and asking them to make predictions or summarize stories. Parents can serve as volunteer
listeners or tutors in the school. Perhaps maost important, parents can communicatea love o
reading, pleasurein children’ s reading progress, and support for theschool’ s efforts to ensure the
literacy of al children. And parents can advocate within the school and beyond for use of effective
instructional methodsfor dl.

6. Improve preservice education and instruction. Reading instruction would be improved if dl
teachers had instruction on the research base about learning to read, instruction on applications o
that researchin the classroom, and experience with such methodsduring their preservice

education and early yearsof teaching. Preservice educationtypically gives teacherstoo little
instruction in reading methods and is often discrepant with research on effective methods. Also,
prospective teachers rarely get opportunities to practicereading methods before their studen
teaching experience. Schoolsof education need to improve their programs for dementary teachers
substantially and to give prospective teachers experiences, such as tutoringin local schools or
working in summer school or afterschool programs, that will give them better preparation inthi
most critica of skills. School districts should aso invest in high-qudity induction programs to



make certai n that new teachers are well preparedin effective approachesto reading, classoo
management, assessment, and are well supported in implementing these strategies.

7. Provide additiona staff for tutoring and class-size reduction. Schoolsneed additional staff t
ensure adequate reading performanceby all children. These staff are needed for two purposes.
First, they are needed as tutorsfor children who are struggling in reading in the early grades.
Second, they are needed to reduce the size of reading classes. The same teachers can be used for
both of these purposes; for example, a certified teacher can provide tutoring sessions to at-risk
children most of the day, but al so teach a reading class during acommon schoolwide reading
period, thereby reducing classsize for reading. Class Szes can aso be reduced for readingb
providing training to librarians, special education teachers, and other certified teachers willing and
ableto teach reading, or by hiring retired teachersor other part-time teachersfor the same
purpose.

Paraprofessionalscan also be used to provide one-to-one tutoring to struggling students. Such
tutoring requires extensive training, follow-up, and supervision and should supplement, not
replace, tutoring by certified teachersfor children with the most serious reading difficulties.

For students without serious reading difficulties, volunteers, if trained and supervised to provide
asg stance consistent with the school’ s reading program, may also be effective tutors, especially to
provide students with extended supported timefor reading.

8. Improve early identification and intervention. Diagnostic assessments should be administered
regularly to kindergartners and first-graders. Moreover, both time and insruments should be
available for individual assessment as needed. Suchtools can tell uswhich children are having
reading difficulties and enabl e teachers to provideimmediate and high-quality interventions if
necessary.

9. Introduce accountability measuresfor the early grades. Inrecent years, many states have
implemented assessment and accountability schemes that hold school s accountable for the
performance of childrenin sdected grades. Usually, the earliest assessments are of third- or
fourth-graders. If younger children are assessed for accountability purposes, it is amost always on
group-administered standardized tests that havelittle vdidity for young readers.

The problemwith these strategiesisthat they have unintentionally created disincentivesto focus
on the quality of instructionin the early grades. A school that adds prekindergarten or full-day
kindergarten programs or investsin professional devel opment for beginning reading or adds tutors
or reducesclass 9zes inthe early grades may not seeany benefit of these investmentsin termso
third- or fourth-grade test scoresfor severa years.

One solution to thisproblem would be to introduce individually administered reading measures a
the end of first or second grade. These might be givenby specially trained teachers from other
schools (such as Title | teachers or other teacherswithout homerooms). Such measures could be
used for accountability assessments in combination with the results from other assessmentsin the
elementary grades. But extraordinary care must be taken to ensure that pressure on students or
staff to do well onthese assessments does not trandateinto the use of inappropriate tests or
instructiond timelost to test preparation.

10. Intensify reading research. If early reading were as high a priority in our society as, say, space



exploration was inthe 1960s, there islittle question that early reading failure could be virtudly
eliminated. A large and broadly focused program of research, development, and evaluation could
resolve early reading problems within five or 10 years; at present, there isno effort of this size or
scope on the horizon.

We need to learn more about:

identifying the most effective reading approaches, programs, methods of school and
classroom organization, and intensive professional development approaches,

developing strategies for the children who do not succeed, evenwith high-quality
instruction and tutoring;

choosing forms of tutoring that make best use of this expensive resource;
promoting effective strategiesfor prekindergarten and kindergarten;

determining the proper balance between phonics and meaning; (For example, it would be
useful to learn the best mix between decodable and sight wordsin early first-grade reading
materials, and it would be useful to know precisely how long and how intensvely children
need instruction in phonics.)

helping children with inadequate reading skills who are now in the upper elementary and
secondary grades;

developing and evaluating better strategies for children who speak languages other than
English, whether they are taught in English or in their homelanguage;

using technol ogy for beginning reading, for upper-elementary reading, for writing, and for
remediation; and

building effective extended-day and summer programs.
Action Plan

Reforming reading instruction for America’s children will be an enormous undertaking, involving
millions of children and educators, tens of thousands of schools, thousands of districts, and all 50
states. The Learning First Alliance proposes actionsin three crucial areas that parents, teachers,
administrators, policy makers, and other stakeholders might take to start this comprehensve
reform.

A. Professional Development of Teacher

Objective: All students are taught toread b teacherswho have been well prepared to understand
and apply the research base on effective reading instruction.

To achieve this objective, we must:

Provide many opportunities in teacher education for students to observe and p ractice
research-based instructional strategies for reading.



Revise course content and graduation requirementsin teacher education inditutions;
revise accreditation standards for theseingitutions and strengthen requirementsfor
elementary teacher licensure to ensure that teacher education programs respons ble for
preparing elementary teacherseffectively engage teachersin understanding and applying
the research base on effective reading instruction.

Provide all elementary teacherswith meaningful, ongoing professional developmen
opportunitiesto ensure that they receive pecifictraining in how to teach reading and how
to implement well-designed reading programs.

Promote the adoption of whole-school refor m models with evidence of effectiveness.

Demand extensive research-based professional development in connection with textbook
adoptions.

Ensure that paraprofessonals are certified consstent with criteria that set forth the skills
and knowledge they must have to be effective. Provide al paraprofessionalsinvolved in
reading education with the training and support necessary to enablethem to make a
significant contribution to children’s reading achievement.

Ensure that when volunteers areinvolved in reading programs they receive adequate
training and supervision, are assigned to work with children who can benefit from their
asgstance, and operate consistently with the reading program of the school.

To ensurethat all teachers, administrators, and policy makers are knowledgeabl e about the
research base that underlieseffective instruction and are well trained to goply that research,
Alliance members should work together to:

1. Disseminate the information in thispaper broadly, in appropriate format, to teachers, education
policy makers, parents, and others concerned with improving reading achievement.

2. Work with states, school districts, and teacher preparation programs to ensure that al new
teachersof reading have received specifictraining in how to teach reading and how to implemen
well-designed reading programs.

3. Work with states and school districtsto ensure that al teachersof reading, epecia y
kindergarten and first-grade teachers, receive ongoing professional development that will help
them to provide readinginstruction that is consi stent with the best available research.

4. Recommend suggested criteriafor inservice professional development to ensure high qudity
and discourage the awarding of incentives for professional development that doesnot meet these
criteria.

5. Develop and provide model training programsfor teachers, principals, paraprofessionals, and
othersthat allow them to observe and practice research-based instructional strategies for reading.
Emphasize the training of teamsthat will work together to implement a new program of reading
instruction; coaching by experts who may be teachers themsdves; and train-the-traner modes
that will reach alarge number of people.

6. Provide information to school districts regarding the research base underlying whole-school



reform models.

7. Develop suggested certification requiremen sfor paraprofessonals that set forth the skills and
knowledge they must haveto be effective contributors to children’s reading achievement.

8. Develop suggested criteriafor the use, training, and supervision of volunteers inreading
programs.

9. Encourage schools to provide adequate instructional staffing levels and deployment to ensure
that all children receive the attention they need.

B. Early Childhood and Community Outreach
Objective: All children enter first grade with adequate preparation to become successful readers.
To achieve this objective, we must:

Promote family literacy programs to help parents develop in their young childrenalove o
reading and background knowledge.

Provide full-day kindergarten, with acurriculum designed to haveall children ready to
read by first grade.

Reach out to families at risk with assistance for parents, other family members, or
guardians to provide children with the health care and rich cognitive experiencesthey w
need to enter school ready to learn.

Provide high-quality prekindergarten programsto all four-year-olds and to younger
children.

Improvethequalit and availability of early child care, afterschool programs, summer
programs, and other out-of-school opportunitiesto promote literacy and heath
development.

Engage parents and educators to work together to provide parents with the materias and
education they need to help their children enter first grade with the skills and knowledge
they will need to become successful readers.

Promote adoption of proven programsknown to increase parent involvement; ensure that
children receive the health and social servicesthey need; and strengthen families capacity
to support reading success & home.

To ensurethat all children enter first grade with adequate preparation to become successfu
readers, Alliance members should work together to:

1. Encourage parents, families, and community membersto read to children and provide the
access to age-appropriate books.

2. Promote provison of full-day kindergarten that offers a curriculum designed to prepare
childrento read.



3. Advocate for high-quality prekindergarten and child care programs, after-school and summer
programs, and other opportunitiesto promote literacy and heathy deve opment.

4. Work with schools and paren organizations to strengthen families' capacity to support reading
success at home and to build stronger relationships between families and educators.

C. Research, Development, and Materials

Objective: Reading instruction w prove through adoption of practice and materids based on
solid research. Gapsin research relaing to reading are filled, and programs are continuously
evaluated.

To achieve this objective, we must:

Substantially increase funding for research and development of effective practicesin early
reading. Prioritiesfor increased attention are those identified earlier in this paper, including
(1) effortsto be ever more precise about instruction in early grades; (2) effective programs
for children who cannot learn to read by current methods, upper dementary and high
school students still not able to read well, and children for whom English is a second
language; and (3) effective programs to involve parentsin support of ther children’s
success in reading and in school.

Substantially increase funding for research into the basic processes of reading and into
home and community influences onit.

Establish procedures to ensure that reading textswill onlybe adopted if they are
consigent with current research on teaching reading and are able to show evidence o
effectiveness, according to sound scientific principles.

Devote greater resources to field testing and evaluation of new materials and to providing
adequate profess onal development to accompany those materials.

Develop afar wider selection of quality texts and story books structured so that beginning
readers can use their beginning decoding skills to successfully read them.

Provide sysemétic diagnostic assessments appropriatefor young children to a
kindergarteners and first-gradersin order to identify their needs and to then provide
immediate and high-qudity interventionsif necessary.

To ensurethat practice and materials will be based on solid research evidence, Alliance members
should work together to:

1. Work with publishers (a) to encourage the development of afar wider selection of quality texts
and storybooks structured in accordance with the research, and (b) to allocate greater resources
to field testing and evaluation of new materids, and (c) to provide adequate professional
development to accompany those materials.

2. Advocate substantial funding increasesfor research and development of effective practicesin
early reading, and work with the U.S. Department of Education, foundations, and others to



further refine aresearch agendathat will fill gapsin current knowledge.
3. Encourage the development of diagnostic assessment tool s appropriatefor young children.

4. Propose procedures and criteria to ensure that school districts only adopt reading texts that are
structured in accordance with the best research on reading, asoutlined here, and that are able to
show evidence of their effectiveness.

NOTES:

1 The term phonics isused in thisdocument as itiswidely understood by educators to mean
instruction that focuses on teaching the al phabetic principle and the sound-symbo
correspondences.
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