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Efforts to reform reading education in the United States share similar goals with
the reform efforts in the United Kingdom. The digital age is a time when the demands of
literacy have increased, for information is more copious and more accessible than at any
prior period in history. Judging the importance of one source over another, choosing what
to remember from a source, and using this information in projects and in communication
are among the critical literacy proficiencies of the digital age. In both nations, educators
and policymakers are engaged in reform efforts to ensure students’ attainment of these
literacy proficiencies.

Although the underlying motivation for reading reform is the same in both na-
tions, reading reform efforts in the United States and in the United Kingdom—England in
particular—have manifested themselves in different ways. In the United Kingdom, the
National Literacy Strategy states a clear goal for 11-year-olds on a particular assessment
and prescribes the Literacy Hour as a means for achieving that goal (Fisher & Singleton,

2000). In contrast, while a U.S. goal has been and continues to be that “every child can
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read by the third grade” (President Bush, 2001), no tasks, texts, or assessments accom-
pany presentations of the goal. At the individual state level, considerable time and in-
vestment has gone into establishing standards. However, none of these standards have in-
cluded tasks or texts that definitively show what grade-level proficiency looks like at dif-
ferent levels (Stotsky, 2000). While almost every state has a statewide reading assess-
ment, the connection between the tasks and texts of the assessments and the state stan-
dards often goes unarticulated.

While the preeminence of states and local educational agencies (LEAs) in guiding
their own educational policies continues to be part of political rhetoric, two reading re-
form efforts can be regarded as national in scope. The origins and foci of these reforms
differ, but each is likely to influence the practices of individual teachers and their stu-
dents in states, counties, and towns across the nation. The first reform involves the revi-
sion of reading textbooks by America’s two largest states, Texas and California. These
two states’ policies influence the content of textbooks in less populous and less central-
ized states. The second reform consists of model school instructional programs that are
implemented with the help of external consultants. Over the past decade, the U.S. De-
partment of Education has provided funds for model programs to states for distribution to
LEAs. Through such federal programs, the practices of teachers and their students around

the country can be influenced.



Textbooks & Instructional Models 3

Evaluating the efficacy of reading reform efforts, which is the goal of this chap-
ter, requires perspective on the definition of the literacy problem in the United States.
Consequently, we first review the results of the National Assessment of Educational Pro-
gress (NAEP). Although U.S. education is designated as the responsibility of states rather
than the federal government, the NAEP results are presented as “the nation’s report card”
(U.S. Department of Education, 2001). With the NAEP results as a background, the
content of U.S. reading reform activities and efficacy of the these efforts at attaining the
goals of the reform movement are reviewed. This review points out obstacles to achiev-
ing the goal of higher literacy levels in the digital age. The third, and final, section of the
chapter is devoted to proposals for removing those obstacles.

How Are American Students Reading?

The 2000 NAEP report on fourth graders’ reading achievement (Donahue, Finne-
gan, Lutkus, Allen, & Campbell, 2001) is part of a series of congressionally mandated as-
sessments of different subject areas at grades 4, 8, and 12 that began in 1969 and that are
conducted every several years. Since 1992, fourth graders’ literacy proficiency has been
classified into four levels: (a) advanced, (b) proficient, (c) basic, and (d) below basic. In
2000, 37% of fourth graders were below basic, 31% were basic, 24% were proficient, and
8% were advanced. The distribution has not changed substantially from 1992, when the

classification system was first used.
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When the NAEP results were compared across states for the first time in 1994
(Campbell, Donahue, Reese, & Phillips, 1996), their impact was particularly strong. Of
particular interest was the performance of California’s students. In 1987, California man-
dated that all selections in the reading textbooks of all elementary grade levels purchased
with state funds needed to be “authentic” literature (California English/Language Arts
Committee, 1987) or texts sold from a trade book division, as opposed to texts written
specifically for a textbook program. California’s low standing in the 1994 state-by-state
comparison of the NAEP was taken to be an indictment of literature-based instruction or
whole language. While this consideration was not taken into account in subsequent in-
terpretations of the data, California’s 1994 classrooms had a higher percentage of lin-
guistically and culturally diverse students and recent immigrants than classrooms in any
other state. Many reading reform efforts, the reports of blue-ribbon panels of researchers
on reading education (National Reading Panel, 2000; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998),
changes in and emphases on reading assessments, and the debates about phonics and
whole language can be traced to California’s performance on the 1994 NAEP.

By the time the 1994 NAEP results were available, California schools had pur-
chased textbooks for another seven-year cycle. However, the state of Texas, which in
1990 had enacted a mandate similar to California’s for authentic literature (Texas Educa-
tion Agency, 1990), moved to reverse this policy in 1997 (Texas Education Agency,

1997). Hoffman, in the next chapter, describes Texas’s mandates regarding decodable
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texts for first graders. For those textbooks that will be purchased in the fall of 2002, Cali-
fornia also has mandated decodable texts (California English/Language Arts Committee,
1999).

In the flurry of activity that followed the 1994 NAEP results, little attention was
paid to a special study that examined the meaning of failure to attain a proficient level on
the NAEP (Pinnell, Pikulski, Wixson, Campbell, Gough, & Beatty, 1995). A subsample
of fourth graders was asked to read aloud a passage to which they had read and responded
silently. The findings showed the majority of students (including those who scored below
basic) were very accurate in their oral reading—that is, they could “say the words.” There
was no significant difference in accuracy of word recognition between those who scored
“basic” or higher and those who did not. What differentiated the students most was the
rate at which they read: The students who scored below basic read significantly slower
than those students who were rated basic or above.

All but a very small percentage of an American age cohort can read the words in
texts (Pinnell et al., 1995). For a sizable portion, this reading is slow. Plodding reading
makes sophisticated interpretations of text difficult. The kind of instruction that supports
automatic word recognition and sophisticated interpretations of text is likely to be quite
different than the kind of instruction that supports acquisition of the alphabetic principle.
As the following descriptions of the reform efforts show, however, policymakers have

been focused on the latter rather than the former.
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Reading Reform at the State Level: Textbooks

Whereas education may be the prerogative of LEAs, national companies provide

the textbooks for instruction and the tests for establishing whether instruction was suc-

cessful. Furthermore, when the largest states are also the ones with centralized responsi-

bility for education, such states wield considerable influence over textbook publishers.

This is precisely the scenario that exists in the United States. Its largest two

states—California and Texas—account for approximately 22% or more of the nation’s

children and have centralized textbook selection procedures. Only one other large

state—Florida—adopts textbooks centrally, but its guidelines have not been as prescrip-

tive and its adoption of textbooks occurs concurrently with California’s. While textbook

publishers have long recognized the profitability of the California and Texas markets, it

was not until the late 1980s that these two states began to use textbook content as their

primary means of reading reform. In the 18 smaller states that adopt textbooks statewide

and the 29 states where individual school districts or schools select their own textbooks,

educators have little leverage that would allow them to obtain textbook programs that are

compatible with their regional policies.

What Is the Reform?

Textbook programs for reading in the United States are called basal reading pro-

grams, although their content includes writing, speaking, and listening. A great many in-

structional schemes for reading/language arts are published in the United States such as
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sets of small books, typically in paperback booklets numbering 8-16 pages. However,
the production of the comprehensive literacy programs that are the focus of this chapter is
limited to a small group of companies, currently six or seven. These comprehensive liter-
acy programs are used by approximately 85% of American elementary classrooms (kin-
dergarten through grade 5 or 6; Baumann, Hoffman, Duffy-Hester, & Ro, 2000) and con-
sume the lion’s share of funds for educational materials.

Between 1997 and 2000, the annual figure for purchase of basal reading programs
was approximately $1.36 billion dollars (Association of American Publishers, 2001).
While the market is lucrative, publishers’ investment in basal reading programs can be
risky (Chall & Squire, 1991). These programs have gotten so gargantuan that the initial
investment is large—approximately $50 million dollars to produce a new program. Fur-
ther, the return on the investment can be slow. The typical life of a textbook program in
schools is six to eight years, leaving the unsuccessful publishers six to eight years before
their product can be considered again in that context.

Publishers’ large investments and the consequences they suffer have been exacer-
bated by California’s and Texas’s increased efforts to prescribe the contents of basal
reading programs. The swing to authentic literature and then to decodable text in Texas
and California mean that textbook publishers need to develop a new copyright every
three years (the time between the California and Texas textbook adoptions) if they hope

to remain competitive in these two states.



Textbooks & Instructional Models 8

Five programs were officially approved for purchase with state funds in Texas for

the textbook cycle that began in the fall of 2000. The programs contain many compo-

nents. For grade one alone, approximately 30 different types of materials are offered in

the catalog of the most widely purchased program in Texas (Farr et al., 2001). Fourteen

guidebooks for teachers accompany the first-grade program. While first-grade programs

are the most prolific in components, subsequent grade levels have numerous student texts

and teacher guidebooks as well. The components of a single basal textbook program can

easily fill an entire bookcase.

What Is the Evidence for the Efficacy of This Reform?

The textbooks are massive interventions, as policymakers have recognized. But

are the efforts accomplishing the goals set out by policymakers? Have more children at-

tained proficient reading levels in California and Texas as a result of these efforts? While

states such as Texas and California have massive assessment programs the results of

which can be viewed internationally on the World Wide Web, achievement of students in

districts or schools as a function of textbook programs has yet to be reported. When the

effects of reading primarily from different kinds of texts such as those that emphasize

phonetically regular words and those that emphasize high-frequency words have been

compared, text type has frequently been confounded with activities and form of teacher

support. Insights into the effects of texts on student reading achievement come from

studies of children reading passages from different textbook programs and from summa-
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ries of the textbook program characteristics that are associated with beginning reading

acquisition.

Comparisons of textbook programs. A major emphasis of the large-scale studies

that began in the 1960s (e.g., the U.S. Department of Education’s First-Grade Studies
[Bond & Dykstra, 1967]) was the examination of the effectiveness of programs that con-
tain different kinds of texts. But findings from these studies have been either inconsistent
or inconsequential when comprehension, and not only word recognition, is measured and
when student achievement is considered in subsequent grades (Lohnes & Gray, 1972). In
the First-Grade Studies, particularly, variation across classrooms within a method was
considerable. Further, methods often differed substantially in activities such as the
amount of writing and spelling and in teacher support as well as in types of text. Re-
cently, the problems inherent in equating a type of text with a program are apparent in an
examination of different approaches to phonics instruction by Foorman, Francis, Fletcher,
Schatschneider, and Mehta (1998). In addition to different approaches to phonics, the
three approaches examined in the Foorman et al. (1998) study involved different types of
texts and different instructional activities that have been shown to influence students’
reading achievement regardless of text type, such as writing and spelling.

It was not until Barr and Dreeben (1983) used an alternative paradigm that the in-
fluence of text on beginning reading acquisition began to be understood. Barr and Dree-

ben examined the relationship of student achievement to the phonic structure and number
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of different words that students read in their texts. Barr and Dreeben reported that what

the texts covered was the variable most closely associated with first-grade learning, ac-

counting for 83% and 71% of the variance in basal and phonics learning respectively and

for 50% of the variance in reading achievement overall. They also reported that the diffi-

culty of the materials and the amount of time teachers devoted to reading instruction co-

varied. Teachers with more difficult reading programs allocated more time to reading in-

struction. The number of phonics concepts covered during first grade was less responsive

to the group mean aptitude than to the number of phonics concepts contained in the first-

grade materials and the time allocated to phonics activities.

Juel and Roper/Schneider (1985) also examined students’ reading achievement as a func-

tion of text characteristics. In this case, however, students received the same phonics lessons but

they read texts from two different basal reading programs, which differed significantly only in

the characteristics of the preprimers (one with decodable words and the other with high-

frequency words). The two factors that accounted for end of grade 1 reading performance were

students' initial scores on the Metropolitan Readiness Text and the basal series. Students who

read from the decodable preprimers were more likely to learn letter-sound correspondences early

and to use decoding knowledge when encountering unfamiliar words.

Both the Barr and Dreeben and Juel and Roper/Schneider studies were conducted

when texts for beginning readers followed particular rules on pace and repetition. The

texts have changed substantially since the early 1980s when those studies were con-
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ducted. When Hoffman and his colleagues (1994) compared the textbooks with authentic

literature that were adopted in Texas in 1993 with those that had been used in the period

prior to this switch, they found that the number of unique words in first-grade texts be-

tween 1987 and 1993 had increased by almost 50%. Further, vocabulary control had been

replaced with predictable syntactic patterns that encouraged children to use picture sup-

port, rhyme, and repeated patterns and phrases to decode text. Since this shift, there have

been no reports with research designs similar to those of Barr and Dreeben (1983) and of

Juel and Roper/Schneider (1985) examining children’s reading development as a function

of textbook coverage. Further, since Hoffman et al.’s (1994) analysis, yet another type of

textbook program—this time, decodable texts--has been produced in response to Texas’s

mandate for decodable texts (Texas Education Agency, 1997). The research on the effi-

cacy of authentic literature-based and decodable texts is limited to descriptions of chil-

dren’s reading of texts, in the case of the former, and to descriptions of text characteris-

tics, in the case of the latter.

Children’s reading of recent textbook programs. As has been described, the 1993

copyrights consisted of literature, rather than the specially written stories emphasizing

particular vocabulary that characterized the texts of the mid-1980s. In two separate analy-

ses of children’s ability to read the literature-based texts, a sizable percentage of end-of-

year first graders were unable to read even the first levels of these texts fluently: 45% in a

sample in the Midwest (Hiebert, Liu, Levin, Huxley, & Chung, 1995) and approximately
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35% in a sample in Texas (Hoffman, Roser, Patterson, Salas, & Pennington, 2000). On a
fairly typical measure of word recognition—the high-frequency words from an informal
reading inventory—these two groups of students read 8.4 (Hiebert et al., 1995) and 10.4
(Hoffman et al., 2000) words on average. A student reading at a first-grade level would
score 60 on this measure.

In an instructional study of children’s word learning in the predictable texts that
served as authentic literature in the first-grade components of the past decade’s textbook

programs (Hoffman et al., 1994), Johnston (2000) reported that the highest readers re-

membered 30 of the 160 unique words in the predictable texts at the end of three weeks,
the middle readers 15, and the lowest readers 6. Texts that have high numbers of unique
words, as is the case with the texts in literature-based programs, do not facilitate the

reading acquisition of any but the highest students.

Analyses of the features of textbook programs. Effects of different kinds of texts

on students’ reading achievement are difficult to capture when one type of text quickly

replaces another kind. One technique for considering text demands in a continually

changing context is to apply a task framework to texts. Task analyses describe the lin-

guistic and conceptual knowledge needed to perform a task—in this case, to independ-

ently read a text. Hiebert (2001) has applied a task framework to the texts from Texas-

adopted programs as well as those from the textbooks of previous generations.



Textbooks & Instructional Models 13

The texts intended for the first third or half of gradel have more phonetically regular

words, as Texas mandated (Hiebert, 2001). On other features, however, the texts share the

characteristics of authentic literature (Hiebert, 2001). Specifically, the texts continue to have

high numbers of unique or different words per every 100 running words of text. The variables of

pace (how many new words are presented in lessons) and repetition (how often words appear in

instructional materials) that Barr and Dreeben (1983) identified as critical to students’ reading

achievement have not been part of the mandates. Comparing a cluster of the first texts from the

1980s (prior to the California mandate for literature) and the early 1990s to those of the 2000

copyright reveals that the number of unique words per 100 running words of text were 5 (1983),

29 (1993), and 21 (2000). Whereas children were asked to learn 72 new words in the first five

weeks of first grade in 1983, children need to be able to read 211 different words during the

same period with the 2000 books.

Millions of dollars and thousands of hours of teachers’ time are devoted to ob-

taining and using new textbook programs. There is no empirical evidence that the texts

that have been mandated over the last 15 years by California and Texas make it easier for

children to learn to read or for teachers to teach their students to read.

Reading Reform at the Federal Level: Reform Models

Beginning with the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in 1965,

the federal government has increasingly provided states with funds for intervening or

providing more intensive support for reading instruction, especially for children from
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low-income families. Currently, the Title I program aimed at students who qualify as
poor (based on their eligibility for free or reduced school lunches) provides states with
$8.4 billion dollars annually. Until recently, however, there have been no mandates re-
garding the instructional methodology to be used with these funds. This situation is in
transition, as the existence of the Comprehensive School Reform Demonstration (CSRD)
program shows.

What Is the Reform?

In 1998, Congress implemented the CSRD program to permit LEAs and schools to
better use federal, state, and local funds in low-income schools. The centerpiece of the
CSRD program is the use of “well-researched and well-documented models for school
wide change that are supported by expert trainers and facilitators” (Northwest Regional
Educational Laboratory, 2001). Annually, $145 million is available to state education
agencies to make grants to districts for implementation of research-based models in indi-
vidual schools. Schools can select models that are not listed in the legislation with the
following stipulation: “[If] a school can demonstrate that the model selected will help the
school implement a comprehensive program, it is acceptable.” The legislation specifies
nine components that constitute a coherent, well-designed comprehensive school reform
program:

e Effective, research-based methods and strategies

e Comprehensive design with aligned components
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e Professional development

e Measurable goals and benchmarks

e  Support within the school

e Parental and community involvement

e External technical support and assistance
e Evaluation strategies, and

e Coordination of resources.

The congressional legislation implementing CSRD listed 17 comprehensive
school reform models as demonstrating the intent of the program. One of the regional
educational laboratories—the Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory (NWREL) in
Portland, Oregon, an agency funded by the U.S. Department of Education—was given
the responsibility for developing a catalog of models. As of spring 2001, there were 11
reading-specific models, 35 overall school models, and 10 models that fall into the
“other” category, half of which include an emphasis on reading.

These model programs efforts are, for the most part, separate from the mainstream
textbook programs in which the states and LEAs invest a major portion of their funds for
reading instruction. According to NWREL, efforts that promote published materials (i.e.,

textbook programs) are no longer eligible for inclusion on the CSRD list (Buehler, 2001).

" Thirteen models are listed on the website of models. However, 2 of these models have
been withdrawn at the request of the developers.
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But this policy appears to have been a recent one. Included in the original congressional

legislation was a list of model programs that demonstrated the aim of the funding; among

the schoolwide demonstration programs, the Direct Instruction model promotes its own

texts and programs entitled Reading Mastery and Success For All publish their own texts

as well. Among the reading-specific models, two of the efforts are directly aligned with a

published reading program: Breakthrough to Literacy with the publisher of the Wright

Group little books, and Early Intervention in Reading with Houghton Mifflin’s interven-

tion readers. A third reading-specific model, Reading Recovery, encourages particular

sets of guided reading little books. Further, the leader of Reading Recovery efforts in

North America, Gay Pinnell, is an author of Scholastic’s Literacy Place reading program,

which is one of the five that was adopted for use in the last Texas reading adoption. In

none of these programs, however, have the effects of the texts been analyzed separately.

As will become evident in the next section, there is little evidence to substantiate the ef-

fectiveness of the numerous components that are part of the schoolwide and reading-

specific projects, even among those programs offered by Congress as demonstrative of

the legislation’s intent.

What Is the Evidence for the Efficacy of This Reform?

In that the first component of the CSRD program is “well-researched and well-

documented models for school wide change that are supported by expert trainers and fa-

cilitators,” as mentioned above, and the fourth component is the presence of “measurable
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goals and benchmarks,” two forms of data would be anticipated: (a) data providing the
basis for a project’s identification as a demonstration project, and (b) ongoing data on
students’ achievements from the implementation of the model funded with CSRD funds.
In neither case is there a substantial amount of data. Data have been very sparse for the
original models as well as those that have been subsequently added to the program. A re-
view of the data that program developers provided the federal government is examined
first, followed by a discussion of the nature of ongoing data.

Herman and her colleagues (1999), who summarized the evidence from the 17
schoolwide models identified as demonstration programs in the congressional legislation,
concluded that only 3 had any proof that their implementation made a positive difference
in student achievement. Data on schoolwide models will not be reconsidered but, instead,
a closer examination is given to the reading-specific models, which are the particular fo-
cus of this chapter. The reading-specific models are presented in Table 1.

Insert Table 1 about here

As the data in columns 2 and 3 of Table 1 indicate, convincing proof that students in eco-
nomically challenged neighborhoods leave schools with higher levels of literacy is not
available for any of the reading/language arts models.

Most of the 11 reading/language arts reform models are specific to a particular
age level. Three focus on beginning reading instruction only (Breakthrough to Literacy,

Literacy Collaborative, and Reading Recovery), while data on another three programs
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were gathered when beginning reading was their focus (Early Intervention in Reading,
First Steps, and Exemplary Center for Reading Instruction). Although early interventions
are effective, they require changes in the reading experiences of subsequent grades if
gains 1n literacy are to be maintained (Hiebert & Taylor, 2000).

Neither is it clear that instructional models that foster particular literacy proficien-
cies in high school are transferable to the elementary school. Two of the reading/language
arts reform models were originally programs for high school or even college students: the
National Writing Project and the Junior Great Books programs. Evidence that accommo-
dations have been made to ensure that beginning readers and progressing readers in the
middle grades receive the kind of guidance that develops the competencies of proficient
reading, especially of informational text, has not been provided.

None of the reading/language arts models provide convincing data that imple-
mentation of these efforts will be the source of changes in reading profiles of students in
economically challenged schools. While particular models may enhance particular di-
mensions of students’ reading proficiency, transformation of students’ reading achieve-
ment depends on instruction that attends to different tasks at different times. An interven-
tion that emphasizes writing is unlikely to be effective in fostering the literacy funda-
mentals of beginning readers. Likewise, an intervention that emphasizes word recognition
or fluency with simple, narrative texts is unlikely to foster strategies for comprehending

and remembering complex, informational texts.
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If there was no initial evidence, one might still expect that evidence would accu-

mulate as projects were funded and moved forward. But evidence for the model pro-

grams’ effectiveness has not been updated on the U.S. Department of Education’s desig-

nated website or on the websites of the individual models. Further, the effects of the

CSRD program as a whole have not been reported. The one evaluation that exists attends

to the problems of implementing the models on a large-scale (Doherty, 2000). According

to this evaluation, which was conducted by U.S. Department of Education personnel,

comprehensive school reform involves more changes than any one model or strategy can

address alone. As the program completes its third year of implementation, there is no evi-

dence that gains have been realized in student reading achievement or even that the par-

ticular models have had prior success in sustaining gains in reading achievement.

While rhetoric for research-based reading instruction has increased since the im-

plementation of the CSRD legislation, the burden of proof has been placed on schools

rather than on the developers of the intervention models. According to the personnel as-

sociated with the identification of proven models (Buehler, 2001), schools need to show

how their plan is research-based. That is, rather than expecting the model developers to

provide data on the effectiveness of their practices, school personnel must piece together

research studies to validate the particular set of practices that they have chosen. In high-

poverty schools, a high percentage of teacher turnover takes place annually, if not mid-

year (Darling-Hammond, 1997). It is unlikely that the programs such schools are able to
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design and implement under these circumstances will be sufficient to meet the needs of
the children they serve. Yet at the same time, findings from two recent blue-ribbon panels
provide detail on the content of programs that can support higher levels of reading
achievement. The needs of students, the consistency of at least a particular set of find-
ings related to alphabetics, fluency, and comprehension (National Reading Panel, 2000;
Snow et al., 1998), and the level of funding are all high. A question that is left unan-
swered is why the very program developers whose efforts are promoted by federal initia-
tives such as the CSRD are not asked to provide data that their models produce high lev-
els of reading achievement. At the very least, model developers should be expected to
show how their programs incorporate the practices that have been identified by the two
recent panels of national reading experts as proven to support higher reading achieve-
ment.
Next Steps

Interpretations of American schoolchildren’s literacy levels vary. However, even
the most optimistic conclusion about these literacy levels needs to be accompanied by the
caveat that what was sufficient for previous generations is not sufficient for the citizens
of the digital age. Both of the reform efforts recounted here have lacked clarity about the
underlying literacy processes or goals that the efforts are promoting. The two reform ef-
forts also lack clarity regarding the instructional paths to these higher levels of literacy.

Such clarity is needed, and care should be taken that the goals of literacy and in-
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structional paths promoted in textbook programs and intervention models converge.
Similar goals and paths need to underlie the textbook programs to which states devote
their reform efforts and the intervention models promoted by the national government.
Suggestions for a shared vision of literacy proficiency and a means for supporting at-
tainment of this proficiency by more students follow.

Clear Descriptions of Critical Reading Goals

There are three difficulties with the current descriptions of reading within the
reading reform efforts of the state frameworks that mandate textbook changes and of the
federal initiatives that support the model programs of the CSRD: (a) definitions of read-
ing are vague—at the level of “reading as meaning,” (b) definitions are generic rather
than specific to different developmental levels, and (c) the grounding of definitions in
tasks and texts has been limited. These difficulties persist despite the existence of numer-
ous projects aimed at setting standards. A federally funded program has supported states
in devising their own standards—a task that almost all 50 states have completed for
reading/language arts. Further, professional organizations such as the International
Reading Association and the National Council of Teachers of English IRA/NCTE, 1996)
have identified standards. But these efforts have uniformly shown little of the specificity,
differentiation for different developmental levels, and elucidation of the relevant tasks
and texts that administrators and teachers require to work toward common and critical

goals (Stotsky, 2000.
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The level of information that the public—including the nation’s teachers and their
students—is given about reading accomplishments is typified in the following statement
about fourth graders’ performances on the NAEP: “Overall, reading scale scores for the
nation’s fourth graders have not changed, with scores of 217 in both 1992 and 2000....
Thirty-two percent were at or above Proficient.” (Phillips, 2001). From a report such as
this one, it is impossible to tell what it is that fourth graders across the nation can read
and what they cannot read. There needs to be some common ground in formative as-
sessments; we cannot rely simply on the summative assessment of the NAEP. However,
as a congressionally funded activity, the NAEP does have real potential to become more
focused and responsive to the needs of children and their teachers.

To illustrate the nature of descriptions that are needed if teachers are to support
their students in attaining proficient reading, an analysis of the sample text and questions
from the 2000 fourth-grade NAEP assessment was conducted. An excerpt from the 2000
fourth-grade NAEP illustrates the texts that are used.

A Brick to Cuddle Up To

by Barbara Cole
Imagine shivering on a cold winter’s night. The tip of your
nose tingles in the frosty air. Finally, you climb into bed and
find the toasty treat you have been waiting for—your very

own hot brick.
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A first question to consider is whether the passage is an appropriate one for fourth

graders. Since the demise of readability formulas in American reading education (Ander-

son, Hiebert, Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985), there have been no agreed-upon systems for

designating text difficulty. Hiebert (in press) has developed a scheme for describing word

recognition demands. The percentage of unique words that fall outside a particular cur-

riculum of high-frequency words and phonetically decodable words is determined. The

resulting figure is called the critical word factor (CWF)—the number of unique words per

100 running words that are beyond a particular curriculum. When this passage was as-

sessed against a curriculum of the 1,000 most frequent words and all vowel patterns in

single-syllable words plus simple morphological derivatives of these two groups, the

critical word factor is revealed to be 5 unique words per 100. A level of 5 critical or diffi-

cult unique words per 100 running words of text is an acceptable number for the instruc-

tional to independent level of reading.

A second issue concerns the evidence that is gathered of students’ comprehension

of the passage. An elaborate scheme has been developed for the question types on the

NAEP. Four types of questions are used: developing an initial understanding, developing

an interpretation, developing a critical stance, and giving a personal reflection and re-

sponse. When students’ responses to 7 questions on the 2000 NAEP (Donahue et al.,

2001) are considered, the issue appears less to be one of question type than of required

response format. Many below-basic and basic students respond correctly to a critical
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stance question. The difficulty for “basic” and “below-basic” students comes in writing
responses to answers. When confronted with the first written response, which requires a
one or two sentence answer, 38% of “basic” students provided satisfactory responses. But
a portion of the “basic” and “below-basic” group continues to perform satisfactorily, even
on the last item of the test (which requires an open-ended response).

A critical new direction in the demands of responses was taken on the 1992
NAEP. Following the authentic assessment movement of the early 1990s, open-ended re-
sponses became a prominent part of the 1992 NAEP. In the 2000 NAEP, 60% of the
questions required written responses. In contrast to the amount of time that was spent
categorizing question types, little time has been devoted to developing a scheme that dis-
tinguishes between the demands of different response formats. When the demands of the
response modes are considered, strategies that teachers might take to ensure greater suc-
cess for their students become apparent. Considerable periods of class time should be
spent writing responses to texts and integrating background knowledge into these re-
sponses.

Rather than attributing low levels of interpretation to American schoolchildren,
NAEP developers need to describe and justify what makes this text an exemplar of
fourth-grade reading. They must also explain that it is entirely possible and even prob-
able based on the findings of the NAEP special study (Pinnell et al., 1995) that children

can read third-grade passages or fourth-grade passages that have been designated by other
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means. Presentations of the NAEP data also need to indicate that it may well be that stu-

dents are coming up short not in their reading but in their ability to write elaborated re-

sponses to questions.

Armed with information on the critical competencies, teachers could then proceed

with their work. Suggestions regarding adapting the two existing reform ef-

forts—textbooks and model instructional programs—follow.

Clear Descriptions of Instructional Programs For the Elementary Grades

The emphasis on proven models within the congressional legislation could be a

positive impetus for school change, particularly if the characteristics of these models

were reinforced in the teacher guidebooks that accompany textbook programs. Instruc-

tional programs can provide teachers with the tools to support students. In all likelihood,

the focus provided by the model instructional programs will be better than the diffuseness

of the instructional schemes promoted by textbook programs. The use of programs that

bring in support that is external to the school is also likely to keep teachers focused and

committed to working through snags as they arise. Such tools and a support network can

be particularly critical in the current American context in which teachers in the most

highly challenged schools over the next decade are likely to be underprepared (Darling-

Hammond, 1997).

Rather than implementing a program that attends to one grade level or one aspect

of literacy, reading reform efforts need to implement the features of effective reading
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programs at all grade levels. For example, Adler and Fisher (2001) report that the read-
ing programs in schools where potentially struggling readers are doing well share com-
ponents such as a focus on student outcomes, multiple reading programs in every class-
room, shared responsibility for student success across teachers, including specialists,
strong leadership at school and classroom levels, and aveteran, knowledgeable staff,
Such characteristics represent a level of specificity in the goals and instructional strate-
gies of reading that most, if not all, of the current models lack. Only Success for All has
addressed the elementary grades in a comprehensive fashion. In other cases, models are
either focused on beginning reading (e.g., Reading Recovery and Early Intervention in
Reading) or they are focused on upper levels (e.g., National Writing Project, Junior Great
Books). For children who come to school without conventional literacy, an early inter-
vention alone is unlikely to be sufficient. Attention needs to be paid to literacy through-
out the developmental spectrum.

Evidence that underscores the need for attention to a developmental spectrum
comes from research on the “leveling” effect of early interventions and the effects of
generalizing strategies designed for older students to novices (Hiebert & Taylor, 2000).
Unless instruction in subsequent grades builds on students’ higher literacy levels as a re-
sult of an intervention, its effects will wane over time (Hiebert & Taylor, 2000). Further,
efforts to transplant effective strategies with older students in responding to literature

(Junior Great Books) or in writing extended narrative and informational texts (National
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Writing Project) into early elementary classrooms have not produced evidence of the ef-

fectiveness of such strategies in producing independent beginning readers.

Data are, in fact, available on the characteristics of schools that have beaten the

odds in changing the literacy profiles of students, particularly for schools in neighbor-

hoods that are challenged by poverty and mobility. Characteristics that have been tied

specifically to reading achievement are included in Table 5. Overall characteristics of

school reform such as networks of support for teachers and communication with families

are present in schools that are successful in teaching children to read. But to ensure that

students’ reading levels improve, these schools also need access to information about

specific foci and tasks that are appropriate at particular developmental levels. The content

of effective instruction over a child’s first six years of school is clear from the recent re-

port of the National Reading Panel (2000). In its description of these interventions, it

should be emphasized that the Panel took for granted the presence of other fundamental

dimensions of a literacy program—book reading, writing, and discussions of what has

been read and written. But in terms of a number of critical aspects of reading programs,

the Panel provided guidelines.

According to the National Reading Panel, interventions in kindergarten and the

first part of grade 1 would emphasize phoneme and letter manipulation in small groups

(National Reading Panel, 2000). By the second quarter of grade 1, interventions would

emphasize consistent and common features of words as well as common words that have
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irregular letter-sound patterns. These interventions provide children with occasions for

reading books with words that have been the focus of lessons as well as numerous occa-

sions for spelling and writing these and other words.

In second and third grades, interventions are focused on increasing students’ flu-

ency in reading. This can involve the support of an experienced reader who guides stu-

dents in repeated reading and technological aids such as tape-recorders or computers.

What is essential is that the intervention provides models of and occasions for reading

with fluency and prosody in texts that are not overly difficult (i.e., approximately 5

unique words that may be challenging or rare within every 100 running words of text).

These interventions need to emphasize students’ summaries of the information in

the texts and their interpretations of ideas in the texts (National Reading Panel, 2000).

Students need to be guided in consistent use of strategies that aid them in thinking about

and remembering information in text. As students move into fourth grade, interventions

provide little, if any, emphasis on fluency and increasingly emphasize processing and re-

membering text information. In addition to the modeling and application of consistent

strategies to promote comprehension and remembering, interventions at this level should

also support the development of new bodies of vocabulary. These bodies of vocabulary

pertain to the elementary social studies, science, health, and humanities curricula. For ex-

ample, key concepts in geology, geography, and political science become the foci of in-

terventions in grades 4—6. In these sessions, students must grapple with the morphology
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and etymology of words rather than simple definitions. The meaning of “geo,” for exam-
ple, would be integral to studying new words in geology and geography, as would “civis”
to political science and history.
Conclusion

American reading reform efforts are massive in scope, but their efficacy is hin-
dered by a lack of integration between state and federal efforts. The reform of textbooks
by America’s two largest states and funding for model programs by the federal govern-
ment are not at cross-purposes. However, by not treating textbooks as model programs,
federal efforts ignore a primary vehicle for reform. Textbook programs are already used
extensively, a part of the school lives of millions of students and their teachers. If text-
book programs were placed in the foreground rather than in the background within fed-
eral research and implementation efforts, the characteristics of these programs could be
more closely scrutinized.

Just as the vehicles for reform are available, so too are guidelines for instruction.
The report of the National Reading Panel (2000) described effective practices in the pri-
mary grades. The lack of integration within states and between states and the federal gov-
ernment, however, means that implementation of these findings on a large scale is un-
likely to occur. For example, the Panel’s conclusions regarding instruction that supports
fluency have not filtered down to the model reform efforts of the federal government or

the teachers’ guides of the large states’ textbook programs.
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Without such integration, many new teachers who will teach in America’s poorest
schools over the next decades will struggle to bring their students to basic levels of liter-
acy. Without integration of the vehicles for reform and the vision underlying this reform,
literacy levels of those most in need in America’s schools are unlikely to meet the de-

mands of the digital age.
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Developer Data External Reviewer Data
*Breakthrough to | No published evaluations are | No studies are claimed.
Literacy (K-2)* | available.
*Carbo Reading | Evaluations are claimed but 1 dissertation, 1 description in

Styles Program

are not available on www or in

practitioner journal, and 1

(K-8) published journals. ERIC document.
CELL/ExLL Evaluations are claimed but No studies are claimed.
(PreK-6) are not available on www or in

published journals.
CORE (K-8) No published evaluations are 1 evaluation is claimed but is

available.

not available on www or in
published journals.

Early Interven-
tion in Reading
(K—4)

2 descriptions in practitioner
journal exist (Reading
Teacher).

1 evaluation is claimed but is
not available on www or in
published journals.

Exemplary Cen- | 1 evaluation is claimed butis | 3 descriptive articles in practi-
ter for Reading not available on www or in tioner journals exist.
Instruction published journals.

(K-12)

*First Steps Evaluations are claimed but 3 evaluations by Australian
(K-10) are not available on www or in | Council of Educational Re-

published journals.

search exist (available on
WWW).

Junior Great
Books (K-12)

1 evaluation is claimed but is
not available on www or in
published journals.

1 dissertation on 5" graders
exists; 2 evaluations are
claimed but are not available
on www or in published jour-
nals.

Literacy Collabo-
rative (K-2)

Evaluations are claimed but
are not available on www or in
published journals.

No studies are claimed.

*National Writing
Project (K-16)

1 evaluation is claimed but is
not available on www or in
published journals.

No studies are claimed.
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*Reading Recov-
ery (1)

1 evaluation is claimed but is
not available on www or in
published journals; 1 book
chapter.

1 study in an international
journal and 2 reports (one
available through US Dept. of
Ed.) exist; external reviews in
archival journals by, e.g., Hie-
bert, 1994 were not cited.

*Indicates grade level



