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This "action paper"was  discussed at  the 
Learning First Alliance S u m m i t  on Read- 
ing and  Mathematics held in Washington, 
D.C, January  26 -  28, 1998. Tbe paper  is 
the collective work o f  the Learning First 
Alliance Board o f  Directors. It  has been in- 
f o r m e d  by m a n y  distinguished experts in 
reading. We are pleased to acknowledge the 
assistance o f  Robert  Slavin, Johns Hopkins 
University, as well as advice provlded by 
Marilyn Adams, BBN Corporation; 
Isabel Beck, University o f  Pittsburgh; Reid 
Lyon, Nat ional  Institute o f  Health;Louisa 
Moats, D. C Public Schools/NICHD Early In- 
terventions Project;Jean Osborn, Educa- 
t ional Consultant; Olatokunbo S. Fashola, 
Johns Hopkins University; David Pearson, 
Michigan State University;Joseph Conaty, 
Office o f  Educational Research and  Infor- 
mation, US. Department  o f  Education; and  
John Pikulski, International  Reading Asso- 
ciation.Although m a n y  individuals have 
offered suggestions that  have been incorpo- 

Editor's Note:Reprinted here is the major 
portion of"Every Child Reading."To order the 
ful l  publication, which includes a more de- 
tailed "action plan," contact Lydia Ellis in the 
AFTeducational issues department, either by 
phone (202/393-5684) or e-mail 
aetlis~aft.org). 

rated herein, this paper  should not  neces- 
sarily be considered representative o f  the 
views o f  any individual  who assisted in 
the writ ing or provided advice 
and  comment.  

Why Reading Reform 
Is Essential 
Every educator, parent, and  child knows  
that  reading is the most  impor tant  skill 
taught in elementary school. 

The number  of  children w h o  are poor  
readers is debated,  but  one widely accepted  
indicator is that 40 percent  of  all U.S. nine- 
year-olds score be low the "basic" level on 
the National Assessment of  Educational 
Progress (NAEP).Whatever the defmition, 
the number  of  poor  readers in our society is 
too high. Reading failure is overwhelmingly 
the most  significant reason that children are 
retained, assigned to special education, or 
given long-term remedial services. 

In addition to the large number  of  poor  
readers, there is a continuing gap be tween  
whi te  students and African-American and 
Hispanic students. In 1994, 31 percent  of  
whi te  fourth graders scored be low "basic," 
while 69 percent  of  African-American and 
64 percent  of  Hispanic students did.These 
differences have major consequences  for 
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our society, as they lead to inequalities 
among 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 the first NAEP report was issued.The 
notion that we can simply return to some ear- 
lier"golden age of reading" is wrong. Still, 
while reading performance may not be declin- 
ing, it is certainly not improving. In what other 
area of American life would we be satisfied 
tha t  t h ings  had  g o t t e n  n o  w o r s e  in  25 years? 

Moreover, we now know more than ever be- 
fore about how to help virtually every child 
become a successful reader. 

Every Child Reading: 
An Attainable Goal 
Our goal is for  all healthy children to learn 
to read well. With what  we now know, this 
country's reading problems are largely 
solvable i f  we have the will to solve them. 

Using techniques available today- -and  
new approaches that research could readily 
produce and validate within a few years--  
we could ensure reading success for all but a 
tiny proport ion of students. If we started 
today, we could ensure that virtually every 
healthy child born in the 21 st century would 
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be reading at or above the "basic level" on 
NAEP by age nine and that every child now 
in elementary school would graduate from 
high school a reader.We could also substan- 
tially increase the number  of children read- 
ing at NAEP's "proficient" and "advanced" 
standards. Our goal as a nation must be no 
less. 

What  will it take to ensure the reading 
success of  every child? 
• Effective new materials, tools, and strate- 

gies for teachers. 
• Extensive professional development to 

learn to use these strategies. 
• Additional staff to reduce class sizes for 

reading instruction and to provide tutor- 
ing for students who  fall behind. 

• Changes in school organization for more 
appropriate class groupings and effective 
use of special education,Title I, and other 
supplementary resources. 

• District, state, and national policies to set 
high standards of performance, to support  
effective classroom instruction, and to im- 
prove teacher training programs. 

• Parents and other  communi ty  members  to 
support  intensified efforts to improve the 
reading ability of  all students. 

• Parents and guardians to ensure that their 
children arrive at school ready to learn 
every day. 
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• Intensified research. 
No one of these reforms can do the job by 

itself, but all of these changes together can 
substantially increase reading success for all 
of America's children.These reforms will re- 
quire that we use current resources in bet- 
ter, different ways. In particular, funds and 
personnel now devoted to professional de- 
velopment,  inservice education, instruc- 
tional time, research, and textbooks must be 
more sharply focused in the ways suggested 
below. In addition, these reforms will also re- 
quire new resources-- in  such areas as pre- 
K, professional development,  class-size re- 
ductions, and research. 

Every Child Reading: 
A Research Base 
In forging a strategy to ensure reading suc- 
cess for  all, it is essential to focus on prac- 
tices grounded in research. 

After years of conflict be tween "whole 
language" and "phonics" advocates, a consen- 
sus about what  works is emerging.The 
Learning First Alliance, made up of major ed- 
ucation organizations, agreed to focus this 
white  paper on reading practices based on 
strong research findings.Working with ex- 
perts in the field, a draft paper was devel- 
oped and adopted by the Learning First 
Summit in January 1998.Then, in Spring 
1998, the National Research Council (NRC) 
of the National Academy of Sciences (NAS) 
completed a major review and synthesis of 
reading research, entitled Preventing Read- 
ing Difficulties in Young Children. Seven- 
teen of the nation's leading experts served 
on that panel, and although they repre- 
sented a wide spectrum of views, they did 
reach consensus and all signed off on the 
final report .The Alliance has referenced 
some of the NAS fmdings, w h e n  helpful, to 
amplify points made in this final Alliance 
document .  

The Learning First Alliance sees its chal- 
lenge as having to react quickly to new re- 
search information wi thout  falling victim to 
unsubstantiated fads.To meet  this challenge, 
this paper  relies heavily on quantitative re- 
search to inform key decisions that policy 
makers and educators must make to im- 
prove students'  reading skills.This paper  
draws on evidence from such interdiscipli- 

nary fields as language, cognition, neurologi- 
cal sciences, and the psychology of reading. 
We pay special at tention 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 longitudinal work, which finds 
correlations be tween various teacher prac- 
tices and children's reading or be tween chil- 
dren's early skills and knowledge and their 
later reading.These types of research, if 
replicated many times in many circum- 
stances, can tell educators that, on average, 
one approach is likely to be more effective 
than another. Qualitative research, in con- 
trast, offers valuable insights and directions 
for future research. It also helps us to under- 
stand what 's  behind the quantitative re- 
search.Yet qualitative research doesn' t  tell 
us what  practices and programs can be suc- 
cessfully replicated, which  is a fundamental  
need of  our schools. 

We firmly believe that wi thout  research, 
professionals cannot  do their jobs well. Still, 
even relying on the best research available 
to make difficult decisions, it is important  to 
keep two caveats in mind. First, the applica- 
tions of  research fmdings must be tempered 
by wisdom, experience, and sensitivity to 
the needs of a particular child or group of 
children. Second, research develops over 
t ime.What seems well established today may 
be challenged or modified by new findings 
tomorrow. 

Keeping these limitations in mind, how- 
ever, it is the responsibility of educators and 
policy makers to take advantage of the best 
available research and to use it as the basis 
for decisions about reading instruction and 
policy.The following sections summarize 
what  the research says about the major 
types of reforms that are necessary to bring 
all children to high levels of literacy. 

A. PREKINDERGARTEN A N D  
KINDERGARTEN P R O G R A M S  

The foundations for  reading success are 
formed long before a child reaches first 
grade. 

Starting at infancy, parents and other care 
providers can give children a strong base of 
language concepts,  cognitive skills related to 
print, and a love of  books. Research on in- 
struction in prekindergarten and kinder- 
garten identifies the concepts  and skills that 
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are the foundation of  success in early read- 
ing and the instructional strategies that best  
help children to learn these concepts  and 
skills. 

Quality preschool  exper iences  increase 
cognitive skills at entry to first grade.While 
these improved cognitive skills do not  di- 
rectly result in improved reading, they do 
prepare children to profit from high-quality 
reading instruction. Similarly, full-day kinder- 
garten programs can increase children's cog- 
nitive skills and their readiness to profit from 
high-quality first-grade instruction. 

Early diagnostic assessments, beginning as 
soon as kindergarten, can be  a useful tool to 
assure immediate intervention for the chil- 
dren w h o  are identified as being at risk of  
reading failure. 

D u r i n g  p r e - K  a n d  k i n d e r g a r t e n ,  s tu -  
d e n t s  s h o u l d  d e v e l o p :  

L a n g u a g e  skil ls .  At entry to first grade, stu- 
dents will need to have a broad array of  lan- 
guage exper iences  under  their belts. Oral 
language, vocabulary, and other  language 
concepts  are crucial foundations for success 
in reading, especially reading comprehen-  
sion. In particular, children need  to be  able 
to use language to describe their experi- 
ences, to predict  what  will happen  in the fu- 
ture, and to talk about  events that happened  
in the past. Early chi ldhood programs can de- 
velop children's language by  giving them 
many opportuni t ies  to discuss their experi- 
ences, make predictions, and discuss past 
events in small groups. Many children also 
benefit  from instruction in key language con- 
cepts, such as colors and shapes, preposi- 
tions (e.g., under/over, before/after),  se- 
quence  (e.g., small to large), and classifica- 
tion (e.g., animals, containers, and plants). 

B a c k g r o u n d  k n o w l e d g e .  A key predictor  
of  successful reading comprehens ion  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  ex- 
posed  to content  in science, history, and ge- 
ography from an early age to give them a 
context  for understanding what  they read. 

A p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  s t o r i e s  a n d  b o o k s .  Chil- 
dren need  a great deal of  exper ience  with lit- 
erature, as active listeners and as active par- 
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ticipants. Storybook reading is a typical activ- 
ity in prekindergarten and kindergarten. Re- 
search shows that the details of  s torybook 
reading matter. In reading to children, teach- 
ers should stop to let children discuss h o w  
the characters feel and what  they want  to 
do, and make predictions about  h o w  stories 
will end.They should help children to ac- 
tively explore the meaning of  n e w  words  
and concepts .They should give children op- 
portunities to retell the text after hearing it, 
giving them a chance to use the story's n e w  
words  and language and to put  pictures of  
the story's events in the right order. Book 
reading should include nonfiction as well  as 
fiction selections. 

C o n c e p t s  o f  p r in t .  Children need  to k n o w  
that stories and other  texts are wri t ten from 
left to right, that spaces be t ween  words  mat- 
ter, and that there is a one-to-one correspon- 
dence be t ween  the words  on a page and the 
words  the reader says. 

P h o n e m i c  a w a r e n e s s .  One of  the most  
important  foundations of  reading success  is 
phonemic  awareness. Phonemes  are the 
basic speech  sounds that are represented  by  
the letters of  the alphabet, and phonemic  
awareness is the understanding that words  
are sequences  of  phonemes .  Phonemic  
awareness is demonstra ted by the ability to 
identify and manipulate the sounds within 
spoken words.  Children can be  taught to 
hear that "cat" is composed  of  three sounds: 
/k/, /a/, / t / .They can learn to assemble 
phonemes  into words  as well as break 
words  into their phonemes  even before 
they are writ ing letters or words.  

Giving children exper ience  with rhyming 
words  in the preschool  years is an effective 
first step toward building phonemic  aware- 
ness. 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 words  is needed.The 
goal is to have children start their more  for- 
mal instruction in reading with a comfort- 
able familiarity with the sounds that letters 
represent  and wi th  "hearing" those sounds 
within words.  

A l p h a b e t  a n d  l e t t e r  s o u n d s .  One of  the 
best  foundations for early reading success is 
familiarity with the letters of  the alphabet. 
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Children can learn alphabet songs, match 
pictures or objects with initial letters, play 
games with letters and sounds, and so on. 
They can learn to recognize and print their 
names, the names of their classmates, and 
names of familiar objects in the classroom 
or home.As they gain command of letters 
and sounds, kindergarten children can begin 
to write simple stories. By the end of kinder- 
garten, children should be able to recognize, 
name, print letters, and know the sounds 
they represent. 

B. BEGINNING 
READING PROGRAMS 

When it comes to reading, the nine months 
of  first grade are arguably the most impor- 
tant in a student's schooling. 

It is during first grade that most children 
define themselves as good or poor  readers. 
Unfortunately, it is also in first grade where  
common instructional practices are arguably 
most inconsistent with the research find- 
ings.This gap is reflected in the basal pro- 
grams most commonly used in first-grade 
classrooms.The National Academy of Sci- 
ences report  found that the more neglected 
instructional components  of basal series "are 
among those whose  importance is most  
strongly supported by the research." 

In this discussion, there are again certain 
caveats to keep in mind.There is no replac- 
ing passionate teachers who  are keenly 
aware of how their students are learning; re- 
search will never be able to tell teachers ex- 
actly what  to do for a given child on a given 
day.What research can tell teachers, and 
what  teachers are hungry to know, is what  
the evidence shows will work most often 
with most children and what  will help 
specific groups of  children. 

To  i n t e g r a t e  r e s e a r c h - b a s e d  i n s t r u c -  

t i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s  i n t o  t h e i r  d a i l y  w o r k ,  

t e a c h e r s  need: 
T r a i n i n g  i n  a l p h a b e t i c  basics :  To read, 
children must know how to blend isolated 
sounds into words; to write, they must know 
how to break words into their component  
sounds. First-grade students who  don ' t  yet 
know their letters and sounds will need spe- 

'The term "phonics" is used in this document as it is 
widely understood by educators, to mean instruc- 
tion that focuses on teaching the alphabetic princi- 
ple and the sound-symbol correspondences. 

cial catch-up instruction. In addition to  such 
phonemic  awareness (see the discussion on 
phonemic  awareness on p. 55), beginning 
readers must know their letters and have a 
basic understanding of  how the letters of 
words, going from left to right, represent 
their sounds. First-grade classrooms must be 
designed to ensure that all children have a 
firm grasp of these basics before formal 
reading and spelling instruction begin. 

A p r o p e r  b a l a n c e  b e t w e e n  p h o n i c s  1 
a n d  m e a n i n g  in  t h e i r  i n s t r u c t i o n .  In re- 
cent  years, most  educators have come to ad- 
vocate a "balanced approach" to early read- 
ing instruction, promising attention to basic 
skills and exposure to rich literature. How- 
ever, classroom practices of teachers, 
schools, and districts using "balanced ap- 
proaches" vary widely. 

Some teachers teach a little phonics on 
the side, perhaps using special materials for 
this purpose, while they primarily use basal 
reading programs that do not follow a 
strong sequence of  phonics instruction. Oth- 
ers teach phonics "in context, '  which  means 
stopping from time to time during reading 
or writing insti:uction to point  out, for exam- 
ple, a short "a" or an application of the silent 
"e" rule.These instructional strategies work 
with  some children but are not consistent 
wi th  evidence about how to help children 
learn to read most effectively, especially 
those who  are most at risk. 

The National Academy of Sciences study, 
Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young 
Children, recommends  first-grade instruc- 
tion that provides explicit instruction and 
practice with sound structures that lead to 
familiarity wi th  spelling-sound conventions 
and their use in identifying printed words. 
The bot tom line is that 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 
phonics instruction? Research shows that all 
proficient readers rely on deep and ready 
knowledge of spelling-sound correspon- 
dence while reading, whe ther  this knowl- 
edge was specifically taught or simply in- 
ferred by students. Conversely, failure to 
learn to use spelling/sound correspon- 
dences to read and spell words is shown to 
be the most frequent and debilitating cause 
of reading difficulty. No one questions that 
many children do learn to read wi thout  any 
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direct classroom instruction in phonics. But 
many children, especially children from 
homes that are not language rich or who  po- 
tentially have learning disabilities, do need 
more systematic instruction in word-attack 
strategies.Well-sequenced phonics instruc- 
tion early in first grade has been shown to 
reduce the incidence of  reading difficulty 
even as it accelerates the growth of the class 
as a whole. Given this, it is probably best to 
start all children, most especially in high- 
poverty areas, wi th  explicit phonics instruc- 
tion. 

Such an approach does require continually 
monitoring children's progress both to allow 
those who  are progressing quickly to move 
ahead before they become bored and to en- 
sure that those who  are having difficulties 
get the assistance they need. 

S t r o n g  r e a d i n g  ma te r i a l s :  Early in first 
grade, a child's reading materials should fea- 
ture a high proport ion of new words that 
use the letter-sound relationships they have 
been taught. It makes no sense to teach de- 
coding strategies and then have children 
read materials in which  these strategies 
won ' t  work.While research does not specify 
the exact percentage of words children 
should be able to recognize or sound out, it 
is clear that most children will learn to read 
more effectively wi th  books in which  this 
percentage is high. 

On this point, the National Academy of Sci- 
ences' report  recommends  that students 
should read "well-written and engaging texts 
that include words that children can deci- 
pher  to give them the chance to apply their 
emerging skills." It further recommends that 
children practice reading independent ly 
wi th  texts slightly below their frustration 
level and receive assistance with slightly 
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 explicitly provides evidence of this. 
The group of children who  used texts with a 
high proport ion of words they could sound 
out learned to read much better than the 
group w h o  had texts in which they could 
rarely apply the phonics they were being 
taught. 

None of this should be read to mean that 
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children should be reading meaningless or 
boring material.There is no need to return to 
"Dan can fan the man." It's as important  that 
children fred joy and meaning in reading as 
it is that they develop the skills they need. 
Research shows that the children who  learn 
to read most effectively are the children who  
read the most and are most highly motivated 
to read. 

The texts children read need to be as in- 
teresting and meaningful as possible. Still, at 
the very early stages, this is difficult. It isn't 
possible to write gripping fiction with only 
five letter sounds. But a meaningful context  
can be created by embedding decodable text 
in stories that provide other supports to 
build meaning and pleasure. For example, 
some early first-grade texts use pictures to 
represent words that students cannot yet de- 
code. Others include a teacher text on each 
page, read by the teacher, parent, or other 
reader, which  tells part of the story.The stu- 
dents then read their portion, which  uses 
words containing the spelling-sound relation- 
ships they know. Between the two types of 
texts, a meaningful and interesting story can 
be told. 

S t ra teg ies  f o r  t e a c h i n g  c o m p r e h e n s i o n .  
Learning to read is not  a linear process. Stu- 
dents do not  need  to learn to decode be- 
fore they  can learn to comprehend.  Both 
skills should be taught at the same time 
from the earliest stages of  reading instruc- 
tion. Comprehens ion  strategies can be 
taught using material that is read to chil- 
dren, as well as using material the children 
read themselves. Before reading, teachers 
can establish the purpose for the reading, 
review vocabulary, activate background 
knowledge,  and encourage children to pre- 
dict what  the story will be about. During 
reading, teachers can direct children's atten- 
tion to difficult or subtle dimensions of  the 
text, point  out difficult words and ideas, and 
ask them to identify problems and solu- 
tions.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  pic- 
tures of  story events in order, and so on. 
Children can be taught specific metacogni- 
tive strategies, such as asking themselves on 
a regular basis whe the r  what  they are read- 
ing makes sense or whe the r  there is a one- 
to-one match be tween  the words  they  read 
and the words on the page. 
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Wri t ing  p r o g r a m s .  Creative writing in- 
struction should begin in kindergarten and 
continue during first grade and beyond.  
Writing gives children opportuni t ies  to use 
their n e w  reading competence ,  as well as 
being valuable in its o w n  right. Research 
shows invented spelling to be  a powerful  
means of  leading students to internalize 
phonemic  awareness and the alphabetic 
principle. 

Still, while research shows that using in- 
vented spelling is not  in conflict  with  teach- 
ing correct  spelling, the National Academy 
of Sciences report  does r ecommend  that 
conventionally correct  spelling be  devel- 
oped  through "focused instruction and prac- 
tice" at the same time students use invented 
spelling.The Academy report  further recom- 
mends that "primary grade children should 
be  expec ted  to spell previously studied 
words  and spelling patterns correctly in 
final writing products." 

Sma l l e r  c lass  size.  Class size makes a dif- 
ference in early reading performance.  Stud- 
ies comparing class sizes of  approximately 
fifteen to those of  around twenty-five in the 
early elementary grades reveal that class size 
has a significant impact  on reading achieve- 
ment, especially if teachers are also using 
more  effective instructional strategies. Re- 
ductions of  this magnitude are expensive, of  
course,  if used all day.A more  practical alter- 
native is to reduce class size just during the 
time set aside for reading, either by  provid- 
ing additional reading teachers during read- 
ing periods or by  having certified teachers 
w h o  have other  functions most of  the day 
(e.g., tutors, librarians, or  special educat ion 
teachers)  teach a reading class during a 
c o m m o n  reading period. 

C u r r i c u l u m - b a s e d  a s s e s s m e n t .  In first 
grade and beyond,  regular curriculum- 
based assessments  are n e e d e d  to guide de- 
cisions about  such things as grouping, the 
pace  of  instruction, and individual needs  
for assistance (such as tutoring) .The pur- 
pose  of  curr iculum-based assessment  is to 
de termine  h o w  children are doing in the 
particular curr iculum being used  in the  
classroom or school,  not  to indicate h o w  
children are doing on national norms.  In 
first grade, assessments  should focus on all 
of  the major c o m p o n e n t s  of  early reading: 
decoding  of  phonet ical ly  regular words ,  
recognit ion of  sight words,  comprehen-  

sion, writing, and so on. Informal assess- 
ments  can be  c o n d u c t e d  every  day.Any- 
thing children do in class gives information 
to the teacher  that can be  used  to adjust in- 
s t ruct ion for individuals or  for the entire 
class. Regular schoolwide  assessments  
based  on students '  current  reading groups 
can be  given every  six to ten weeks .These  
might combine  material read to children, 
material to wh ich  children respond  on 
their own,  and  material the child reads to 
the teacher  individually.These school  as- 
sessments  should be  aligned as much  as 
possible wi th  any district or  state assess- 
ments  s tudents  will have to take. 

Ef fec t ive  g r o u p i n g  s t ra teg ies .  Children 
enter  first grade at very  different points  in 
their reading development .  Some already 
read while others lack even the most  basic 
knowledge of  letters and sounds. Recogniz- 
ing this, schools have long used a variety of  
methods  to group children for instruction 
appropriate to their needs. Each method  has 
its o w n  advantages and disadvantages. 

The mos t  c o m m o n  m e t h o d  is to divide 
chi ldren wi th in  their  o w n  class into three  
or  more  reading groups , -which take turns 
work ing  wi th  the  teacher .The  main prob-  
lem wi th  this s t rategy is that  it requires  
"follow-up time" activities chi ldren can do 
on their  o w n  whi le  the  t eacher  is work ing  
wi th  ano ther  group.  Studies of  fol low-up 
t ime find that, all too  often,  it translates to 
"busywork."  Follow-up t ime spent  in part- 
ner  reading, writ ing,  work ing  wi th  a well- 
t ra ined paraprofessional ,  or  o the r  activi- 
ties closely l inked to instruct ional  objec-  
tives may be  beneficial ,  bu t  t eachers  must  
carefully rev iew w o r k b o o k ,  computer ,  or  
o the r  activities to be  sure they  are produc-  
tive. 

Another  strategy is grouping within the 
same grade. For example, during reading 
time there might be  a high, middle, and low 
second-grade group.The problem with  this 
type of  grouping is that it creates a low 
group wi th  few positive models. 

Alternatively, children in all grades can be  
grouped  in reading according to their read- 
ing level and wi thout  regard to age.A sec- 
ond-grade-level reading class might include 
some first graders, many second graders, and 
a few third graders.An advantage of  this ap- 
proach is that it mostly eliminates the "low 
group" problem and gives each teacher  one 
reading group.The risk is that some older 
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children will be  embarrassed by being 
grouped  with children from a lower  grade 
level. Classroom management  and organiza- 
tion for reading instruction are areas that de- 
serve further research and attention. 

Some other things that will  
help teachers to teach reading 
effectively include: 
T u t o r i n g  s u p p o r t .  Most children can learn 
to read by  the end of  first grade with good- 
quality reading instruction alone. In every 
school, however,  there are children w h o  
need  more  assistance. Small-group remedial 
methods,  such as those typical of  Title I or 
special education resource room programs, 
have not  generally been  found to be  effec- 
tive in increasing the achievement  of  these 
children. One-to-one tutoring, closely aligned 
with classroom instruction, has been  effec- 
tive for struggling first graders.While it is 
often best  to have certified teachers working 
with children wi th  the most  serious difficul- 
ties, well-trained paraprofessionals can de- 
velop a valuable expert ise for working with 
these children.Trained volunteers  w h o  are 
placed in well-structured, well-supervised 
programs also can be  a valuable resource. 

H o m e  r e a d i n g .  Children should be  spend- 
ing more  time on reading than is available at 
school .They should read at home  on a regu- 
lar basis, usually twenty  to thirty minutes 
each evening. Parents can be  asked to send 
in signed forms indicating that children have 
done their home reading. Many teachers ask 
that children read aloud wi th  their parents, 
siblings, or others in first grade and then 
read silently thereafter.The books  they read 
should be  of  interest to them and should 
match their reading proficiency. 

C. SECOND GRADE A N D  BEYOND 

Children who are not  decoding and  com- 
prehending well at the end o f  f irs t  grade 
need immediate  special attention. 

By the end of  first grade, with high-quality 
instruction and any necessary tutoring or 
o ther  assistance, most  students should, in 
fact, be  able to decode  virtually any phoneti- 
cally regular short word  wi th  short or long 
vowels  and read a large number  of  high-fre- 
quency  sight words.  If children have devel- 
oped  good decoding skills in first grade, fur- 
ther instruction in phonics  is needed,  but  
limited. 

By the time they enter  second grade, chil- 
dren also need to have solid comprehens ion  
skills, bo th  for understanding material they 
read on their own  and for material that is 
read to them.They need  to be  able to under- 
stand a beginning second-grade text they 
haven' t  seen before, and they need  to learn 
to moni tor  their own  comprehens ion  for 
confusion and uncertainty. 

As they progress through second grade 
and beyond,  children need  to develop a real 
joy of  reading and to read a wide  variety of  
materials, exposi tory (nonfiction) as well as 
narrative.Through such reading, children will 
develop greater fluency, vocabulary, back- 
ground knowledge,  comprehens ion  strate- 
gies, and writing skills. 

Instruction needs 
t o  b e  c o n c e n t r a t e d  o n :  

Li te ra ture .  At this point, children should 
read quality literature appropriate to their 
current  reading levels, both  in school and at 
home. Basal programs, s tudent  readers, nov- 
els, anthologies, and other  sources of  good 
reading material can all be  used.The goal in- 
creasingly becomes  for children to develop a 
real joy of  reading that propels  them to read 
frequently and widely. 

E x p o s i t o r y  t ex t  ( c o n t e n t  k n o w l e d g e ) .  In 
most  schools, reading instruction has tradi- 
tionally focused overwhelmingly on narra- 
tives.Yet children also need strong compre- 
hension strategies for science, history, geog- 
raphy, and other  content  areas.These are im- 
portant  in their own  right, of  course,  but  
take on additional importance in reading de- 
velopment.  Research finds that one of  the 
best  predictors  of  reading comprehens ion  is 
background knowledge.  Obviously, it is much 
easier to comprehend  narrative text such as 
the Diary o f  Anne  Frank if you k n o w  about  
the Holocaust, or to comprehend  To Kill a 
Mockingbird or Sounder if you know about  
the history of  the American South. It makes 
sense both  to infuse exposi tory material into 
reading instruction and to teach effective 
reading comprehens ion  strategies and study 
skills during social studies and science peri- 
ods. 

R e a d i n g  c o m p r e h e n s i o n .  Everything 
teachers do in reading class and beyond  
should be  designed to build children's ability 
to understand increasingly complex content  
of  all sorts. Children need to learn reading 
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strategies known to enhance comprehen-  
sion and retention. For example, children 
can learn to scan material before they read, 
to predict  what  will happen  in the story, and 
to recall background knowledge about  the 
topic discussed in the material.While read- 
ing, they can learn to look for characters, set- 
tings, problems, and problem solutions, to 
summarize main ideas, and to moni tor  their 
o w n  understanding (for example, regularly 
asking themselves whe the r  they understand 
what  they are reading).After reading, chil- 
dren can be  taught to make charts, webs ,  
outlines, and other  representations of  the 
content .They can generate questions for 
other  children, or wri te  their o w n  reactions 
to stories or factual material.They can sum- 
marize or retell stories to partners or to the 
teacher.They can be  taught generic reading 
comprehens ion  strategies such as fmding 
the main idea, starting with simple para- 
graphs and moving to more  complex  mater- 
ial.All of  these strategies help build reading 
comprehens ion  skills that will work  with 
any reading material, not  just the particular 
stories or  content  children are reading. 

Vocabu l a ry .  Children's vocabulary can be  
built by  teaching specific words  that appear  
in students'  texts, giving students opportuni-  
ties to use these words  in a variety of  con- 
texts, 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 fmds that vocabulary 
growth is heavily influenced by  the amount  
and variety of  material children read. Never- 
theless, the p o w e r  of  home  and school read- 
ing for vocabulary building are strongly in- 
f luenced by  the suppor t  and encourage- 
ment  that students are given for attending to 
and learning about  n e w  words  as they read. 
A good practice, for example, is to ask stu- 
dents to note  three n e w  words  of  their own  
choice in the course  of  their reading and 
then to set aside some time to collect, dis- 
cuss, and revisit such words,  extending and 
clarifying their usage and meanings. In addi- 
tion, vocabulary will be  boos ted  as children 
become  fluent in using and understanding 
multi-syllabic patterns. 

Wri t ing.  Research on creative writing finds 
positive effects of  writing process  models  in 
which  students work  in small groups to cob 
laboratively plan, draft, revise, edit, and pub- 

lish individual composi t ions  in various 
genres. Specific instruction in writing for dif- 
ferent audiences and purposes  (such as per- 
suasive argument, description, and giving di- 
rections), as well  as instruction in strategies 
that enrich and clarify language expression, 
is essential. Language mechanics skills, such 
as capitalization, usage, and grammar, can be  
directly taught and integrated into students'  
o w n  writing through the editing process.  
For example, students might study p roper  
use of  adjectives and adverbs and then wri te  
descriptive composit ions.An editing check- 
list would  add "correct  use of  adjectives and 
adverbs" as a criterion for review in a peer- 
editing process.  

C o o p e r a t i v e  l e a r n i n g .  Cooperative learn- 
ing can be  very effective in upper  elemen- 
tary reading and writing instruction if it is 
properly used. In general, s tudents should 
work  in groups of  4 to 5 members  that stay 
together  over a per iod of  6 to 8 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 presented in class. For ex- 
ample, 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 mater- 
ial, not  to make it possible for any child to 
do his or  her  group's  work.At the end of  the 
period, the children might be  individually as- 
sessed on main idea, and the group could re- 
ceive recognition based on the total score of  
the members '  quizzes. 

Strategies for Achieving 
the Goal of 
Every Child Reading 

If 40 percent  of  all third graders are not  
reading adequately today, reducing this sub- 
stantiaUy by  the time children being born  
today reach third grade will be  an enormous  
undertaking. Different kinds of  strategies 
will be necessary to improve the perfor- 
mance of  children in general, of  those wi th  
mild reading difficulties, of  those with seri- 
ous reading difficulties, and of  those w h o  
are dyslexic.There is a great deal w e  can do 
n o w  on all of  these fronts, including: 

1. Base  e d u c a t i o n a l  d e c i s i o n s  o n  evi-  
d e n c e ,  n o t  i d e o l o g y .  It is time to call off 
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the endless "reading wars."As the review of 
research presented earlier clearly demon- 
strates, there is validity to methods derived 
from many different philosophical bases. 
Some areas of emerging consensus include: 

• All children need explicit, systematic in- 
struction in phonics and exposure to rich 
literature, both fiction and nonfiction. 

• While children need instruction in phon- 
ics in early reading development,  even 
then, attention to meaning, comprehen- 
sion strategies,language development,  and 
writing is essential. 

• At all times, developing children's interest 
and pleasure in reading must be as much a 
focus as developing their reading skills. 

The famous pendulum of  educational inno- 
vation swings more wildly in reading than in 
any other subject. Pendulum swings of this 
kind are characteristic of fields driven by 
fashions, not  by evidence. Hemlines go up 
and down because of changing tastes, not 
new evidence; progress in medicine, engi- 
neering, and agriculture, based to a far 
greater degree on evidence from rigorous re- 
search, is both  faster and less subject to radi- 
cal shifts. In the same way, educational prac- 
tice 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 ac- 
tion that will greatly reduce the number  of 
children who  cannot  read and greatly in- 
crease the number  who  can reach high lev- 
els of achievement.We cannot  wait for re- 
search to answer every question while an- 
other generation of  children falls behind. 

2. Promote  a d o p t i o n  o f  t ex t s  b a s e d  o n  
the  ev idence  o f  w h a t  works .  Historically, 
reading textbooks have been adopted pri- 
marily based on criteria that have little to do 
with evidence: attractiveness, cost, supple- 
ments, and so on.This must change.There is 
little evidence about the effectiveness of par- 
ticular textbooks, but there is enough evi- 
dence to recommend certain types of ap- 
proaches, such as the use of texts wi th  a 
high proport ion of words that can be 
sounded out in first grade. 

3. Provide adequate profess ional  develop- 
ment.  Better books will not in themselves 
lead to better readers.Teachers and parapro- 
fessionals must receive quality staff develop- 

ment on instructional strategies.This means 
far more than the brief inservice presentations 
traditionally provided by textbook publishers. 
Effective professional development requires 
extended time for initial inservice that in- 
cludes discussions of research on how chil- 
dren learn to read as well as specific instruc- 
tional strategies. In addition, it requires exten- 
sive 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 steps 
with the teachers.Teachers and paraprofes- 
sionals need to have opportunities to meet 
regularly to discuss their implementation of 
new methods--and to share problems, solu- 
tions, and innovative ideas. Professional devel- 
opment needs to be seen as a never-ending 
process that involves the entire school staff, 
not a one-time event. 

4. Promote  w h o l e - s c h o o l  a d o p t i o n  o f  
effect ive  m e t h o d s .  Some of the most effec- 
tive approaches to early literacy instruction 
are comprehensive methods that provide in- 
structional materials, assessments, extensive 
professional development,  accommodations 
(such as tutoring) for children who  are hav- 
ing difficulties, designs for classroom and 
school organization, and other features. 
These methods  are adopted by the entire 
school, providing a common focus and ex- 
tensive assistance in implementing a 
well-integrated design for change. 

5. Invo lve  p a r e n t s  in  s u p p o r t  o f  t h e i r  
c h i l d r e n ' s  r e ad ing .  Research shows that 
parent involvement, especially in activities 
that directly support  their children's school 
success, is correlated with  reading achieve- 
ment.  Parents can do a great deal to build 
their children's literacy development .They 
can read to children from infancy through 
the elementary grades.They can monitor  
their children's home reading and ask teach- 
ers to require regular reading as homework.  
They can take children to the library and 
borrow or purchase books. 

Teachers should take special efforts to 
open communicat ion with  parents, encour- 
aging them to take an active interest in their 
children's schoolwork and progress. Many 
parents feel uncomfortable wi thout  such an 
invitation and guidance.Teachers can pro- 
vide parents wi th  special strategies to in- 
crease the value of home reading, such as 
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talking 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 most importantly, parents can com- 
municate a love of reading, pleasure in chil- 
dren's reading progress, and support  for the 
school's efforts to ensure the literacy of all 
children. In addition, they can advocate 
within the school and beyond for use of ef- 
fective instructional methods for all. 

6. I m p r o v e  p rese rv ice  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  in- 
s t ruc t ion .  Reading instruction would be im- 
proved if all teachers had instruction on the 
research base about learning to read, instruc- 
tion on applications of that research in the 
classroom, and experience with such meth- 
ods during their preservice education and 
early years of teaching. Preservice education 
typically gives teachers too little instruction 
in reading methods and is often discrepant 
with research on effective methods.Also, 
prospective teachers rarely get opportunities 
to practice reading methods before their stu- 
dent teaching experience. Schools of educa- 
tion need to improve their programs for ele- 
mentary teachers substantially and to give 
prospective teachers experiences, such as tu- 
toring in local schools or working in summer 
school or afterschool programs, that will give 
them better preparation in this most critical 
of skills. School districts should also invest in 
high-quality induction programs to make cer- 
tain that new teachers are well prepared in 
effective approaches to reading, classroom 
management, assessment, and so on and are 
well supported in implementing these strate- 
gies. 

7. P r o v i d e  a d d i t i o n a l  s t a f f  f o r  t u t o r i n g  
a n d  class-size r e d u c t i o n .  Schools need ad- 
ditional staff to ensure adequate reading per- 
formance by all children.These staff are 
needed for two purposes. First, they are 
needed as tutors for children who  are strug- 
gling in reading in the early grades. Second, 
they are needed to reduce class sizes in 
reading.The same teachers can be used for 
both  of these purposes; for example, a certi- 
fied teacher can provide tutoring sessions to 
at-risk children most of the day but also 
teach a reading class during a common  
schoolwide reading period, thereby reduc- 
ing class size for reading. Class sizes can also 
be reduced for reading by providing training 

to librarians, special education teachers, and 
other certified teachers willing and able to 
teach reading, O r by hiring retired teachers 
or other part-t'tme teachers for the same pur- 
pose. 

Paraprofessionals can also be used to pro- 
vide one-to-one tutoring to struggling stu- 
dents. Such tutoring requires extensive train- 
ing, follow-up, and supervision and should 
supplement,  not replace, tutoring by certi- 
fied teachers for children with  the most seri- 
ous reading difficulties. 

For students ~ wi thout  serious reading diffi- 
culties, volunteers, if trained and supervised 
to provide assistance consistent wi th  the 
school's reading program, may also be effec- 
tive tutors, especially to provide students 
wi th  ex tended  supported time for reading. 

8. I m p r o v e  e a r l y  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  a n d  in- 
t e r v e n t i o n .  Diagnostic assessments should 
be administere'd regularly to kindergartners 
and first graders. Moreover, both  time and in- 
struments should be available for individual 
assessment as needed. Such tools can tell us 
which  children are having reading difficul- 
ties and enable teachers to provide immedi- 
ate and high-quality interventions if neces- 
sary. 

9. I n t r o d u c e  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  m e a s u r e s  
f o r  t h e  e a r l y  g rades .  In recent years, many 
states have implemented assessment and ac- 
countability schemes that hold schools ac- 
countable for the performance of children 
in selected grades. Usually, the earliest as- 
sessments are 0f third or fourth graders. If 
yotmger children are assessed for account- 
ability purposes, it is almost always on 
group-administered standardized tests that 
have little validity for young readers. 

The problem with  these strategies is that 
they have unintentionally created disincen- 
tives to focus on the quality of early grades 
instruction.A school that adds prekinder- 
garten or full-day kindergarten programs or 
invests in profbssional development  for be- 
ginning reading or adds tutors or reduces 
class sizes in the early grades may not  see 
any benefit  of  these investments in terms of 
third- or fourth-grade test scores for several 
years. 

One solution to this problem would  be to 
introduce individually administered reading 
measures at the end of  first or second grade. 
These might be given by specially trained 
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teachers from other schools  (such as Title I 
teachers or other teachers without  home- 
rooms).  Such measures could be used for ac- 
countability assessments in combination 
with the results from other assessments in 
the elementary grades. But extraordinary 
care must  be taken to assure that pressure--  
on students or s ta f fu to  do well  on these 
assessments does  not  translate into the use 
of  inappropriate tests or instructional time 
lost to test preparation. 

10. I n t e n s i f y  r e a d i n g  r e s e a r c h .  If early 
reading were as high a priority in our society 
as, say, space exploration was  in the 1960s, 
there is little question that early reading fail- 
ure could be virtually eliminated.A large and 
broadly focused program of  research, devel- 
opment,  and evaluation could resolve early 
reading problems within 5 or 10 years; at 
present, there is no effort of  this size or 
scope  on the horizon. 

We need to learn more about: 
• identifying the most  effective reading ap- 

proaches, programs, methods  of  school  
and classroom organization, and intensive 
professional deve lopment  approaches; 

• developing strategies for the children who  
do not succeed, even with high-quality in- 
struction and tutoring; 

• choosing forms of  tutoring that make best 
use of  this expensive resource; 

• promoting effective strategies for 
prekindergarten and kindergarten; 

• determining the proper balance be tween  
phonics  and meaning. (For example,  it 
wou ld  be useful to learn the best mix  be- 
tween  decodable and sight words  in early 
first-grade reading materials, and it would  
be useful to k n o w  precisely h o w  long and 
h o w  intensively children need instruction 
in phonics.); 

• helping children w h o  are n o w  in the 
upper elementary and secondary grades 
w h o  have inadequate reading skills; 

• developing and evaluating better strate- 
gies for children w h o  speak languages 
other than English, whether  they are 
taught in English or in their home  lan" 
guage; 

• using technology for beginning reading, 
for upper-elementary reading, for writing, 
and for remediation; and 

• building effective extended-day and sum- 
mer programs. [ ]  
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