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M
any educators and parents

are gravely concerned

about the federal govern-

m
ent’s R

eading First initia-

tive,w
hich w

as launched by

the N
o C

hild Left Behind

A
ct of January 2002.

R
eading First derives from

an incom
plete and flaw

ed

research base,the N
ational

R
eading Panel R

eport,and

from
 governm

ent docu-

m
ents and regulations that

substantially m
isrepresent

the R
eport’s findings.A

s a

result,schools are now

redefining their approaches

to teaching and learning on

the basis of inadequate

research and overblow
n

claim
s that prom

ise quick

fixes.In m
any places,teachers

are being required to use

scripted,one-size-fits-all

com
m

ercial reading program
s

that are neither scientifically

based nor suitable for all

the children in their charge.

T
his docum

ent addresses

these concerns and offers

alternatives to the lim
ita-

tions of the R
eading First

initiative.

This docum
ent is divided

into five m
ajor sections:

educators
&parents

one Inadequacy of the N
RP Report

as a Scientific B
ase for Reading

Instruction
T

he N
R

P did not exam
ine an adequate range of the scientific

research on reading.
C

ongress called upon the N
RP to:(1) consider

w
hat is

know
n about the basic processes of learning to read and (2) exam

ine the effects
of differing approaches to teaching reading.But it did neither.The panel ignored
m

any im
portant topics by lim

iting its research to only phonem
ic aw

areness,
phonics,fluency,vocabulary,and com

prehension.(N
RP M

inority V
iew

,p.1;N
RP

Subgroups,pp.1-1,1-2).In addition,by deciding at the outset to confine its
investigation of research to experim

ental and quasi-experim
ental studies,the

N
RP com

pletely elim
inated correlational and observational research,tw

o other
branches of scientific study long accepted by the educational research com

m
uni-

ty as valid and productive (C
om

m
ittee on Scientific Principles for Education

Research,2002).

T
he N

R
P

 did not address the integrated nature of the
reading p

rocess or the com
p

lexities of teaching children to
read.Each of the exam

ined com
ponents of reading instruction w

as investigat-
ed in isolation,because the panel sim

ply assum
ed that a discrete skills approach

is the one right w
ay to teach reading,w

ithout com
paring it to an integrated,

m
ore com

prehensive approach (Subgroups,p.1-1).The panel did not exam
ine

the balances or tensions am
ong the five com

ponents or how
 they m

ight be
related to each other in tim

e.M
oreover,the panel did not exam

ine the intrica-
cies of planning,instructing,and assessing in actual classroom

s w
ith real students

(M
inority V

iew
,pp.1–2).N

o practitioners w
ere invited to review

 the subgroup
reports before publication (M

inority V
iew

,p.2).

T
he m

eaning of “reading”
varies w

ithin the rep
ort.The m

ean-
ing of reading varied from

 one N
RP subgroup to another and even w

ithin sub-
groups.Because there w

as no consistent definition of reading,som
e instructional

practices w
ere said to im

prove reading w
hen they only im

proved test scores on
isolated skills,such as reading real w

ords in isolation or even reading m
ade-up

w
ords (Sum

m
ary Booklet,p.5).

O
verall,the research base w

as m
uch sm

aller than the public
has been led to believe. The N

RP Sum
m

ary booklet and the detailed
Report of the Subgroups suggest that over 100,000 studies w

ere review
ed by

the N
RP (Sum

m
ary Booklet,p.1;Subgroups,p.1-1).In fact,that num

ber is only
an estim

ate of the num
ber of studies published since 1966,and thousands w

ere
never even considered by the N

RP because they dealt w
ith topics the panel

chose not to investigate or that did not m
eet its criteria for inclusion.The total

num
ber of studies actually exam

ined by all the N
RP subgroups com

bined w
as

438.The conclusions of the phonics subgroup w
ere based on only 38 studies

(Subgroups,pp.2-91,2-131).

tw
o M

isrepresentation of the N
RP

Findings in G
overnm

ent
D

ocum
ents: The N

RP Sum
m

ary
B

ooklet and Put Reading First
T

he Sum
m

ary B
ooklet vastly exaggerates the phonics sub-

group’s conclusions on w
ho benefits from

 phonics instruction.
The N

RP Sum
m

ary Booklet claim
s that the analysis of 38 studies on teaching

phonics “revealed that system
atic phonics instruction produces significant bene-

fits for students in kindergarten through 6th grade and for children having diffi- three Cautions Regarding the
Teaching of Phonem

ic
Aw

areness and Phonics
T

he N
ational R

eading Panel did not fi
nd that p

honem
ic

aw
areness and/or phonics m

ust be taught first,before chil-
dren

begin to read and w
rite.There is,in fact,no evidence—

in the
N

RP Report or elsew
here—

that children m
ust develop phonem

ic aw
areness or

phonics before they begin to read print.The panelists sim
ply found that phone-

m
ic aw

areness and phonics training had the m
ost effect if children had not

already developed that know
ledge through reading (Subgroups,p.2-33,2-43,and

2-133).

T
he N

ational R
eading Panel did no

t
fi

nd that p
honem

ic
aw

areness and/or p
honics should be taught in isolation.

Repeatedly,the point is m
ade that phonem

ic aw
areness is best learned w

hen
taught in conjunction w

ith letters (Subgroups,p.2-33 and 2-34).Furtherm
ore,

culty learning to read”
(p.9).This statem

ent grossly m
isrepresents the actual find-

ings stated in the full report.In fact,data from
 the subgroup report on phonics

dem
onstrate grow

th only in isolated skills,and only for lim
ited populations.The

teaching of phonics facilitated progress in isolated w
ord reading skills for “at risk”

first graders and kindergartners,for a sm
all sam

ple of norm
ally achieving first

graders,and for a subgroup of “disabled”
readers in grades 2 through 6,but not

for “low
 achieving”

readers.M
oreover,the sam

ple of norm
ally achieving first

graders w
as so sm

all (only 14 com
parisons) that the effects can hardly be gener-

alized to this population,m
uch less generalized to first graders of lim

ited English
proficiency or gifted students (Subgroups,phonics,A

ppendix E,p.2-160).
Furtherm

ore,the only other group for w
hich there w

ere m
ore than 10 com

par-
isons w

as the reading disabled group in grades 2–6 (Subgroups,p.2-160).

T
he Sum

m
ary B

ooklet overstates the benefi
ts of p

honics
for com

p
rehension and sp

elling.O
nly at-risk and norm

ally achieving
first graders show

ed greater effects for com
prehension w

hen phonics w
as taught

system
atically.Even then,the results are not im

pressive:not only because there
w

ere so few
 studies at the first-grade level,but because standardized com

prehen-
sion m

easures at the first-grade level are usually lim
ited to short,one-sentence

passages (Subgroups,p.2-115).System
atic phonics instruction produced no signifi-

cant benefits above first grade in com
prehension or overall in conventional spelling

(Subgroups,p.2-116).For exam
ple,for second graders in the one study involving

the O
pen Courtprogram

,results for com
prehension and spelling w

ere actually neg-
ative in com

parison w
ith w

hole-language students in that year-long study.The nega-
tive findings show

 a large drop from
 the first-grade results (Subgroups,phonics,

A
ppendix G

,p.2-170;regarding the currently popular O
pen Court,see also

M
oustafa and Land,2002).

T
he D

epartm
ent of Education–sponsored booklet P

ut
R

eading First
falsely claim

s that children m
ust becom

e aw
are

of how
 the sounds in w

ords w
ork before they learn to read

print.This claim
 (p.2) that children m

ust develop phonem
ic aw

areness before
reading is not supported by the N

RP data nor by any other research.The N
RP

subgroup on phonics observes that m
any children learn phonem

ic aw
areness

w
hile learning to read,even if they are not taught phonem

ic aw
areness

(Subgroups,p.2-33).The Put Reading First
claim

 about the need for phonem
ic

aw
areness first is contradicted by a great deal of other independent research.

P
ut R

eading First
m

isrepresents the status of research on
silent reading.The booklet claim

s boldly that “N
o research evidence is available

currently to confirm
 that instructional tim

e spent on silent,independent reading
w

ith m
inim

al guidance and feedback im
proves reading fluency and overall reading

achievem
ent”

(Put Reading First,p.25).H
ow

ever,“N
o research”

sim
ply m

eans no
body of experim

ental research;the panel found only 14 studies that m
et their crite-

ria (Subgroups,p.3-24).A
s the N

RP noted,there are hundreds of correlational
studies show

ing a connection betw
een independent reading and reading ability

(Sum
m

ary Booklet,p.12).

phonem
ic aw

areness training is m
ore effective w

hen children are taught how
 to

apply PA
 skills to reading and w

riting tasks (Subgroups,p.2-40).W
ith regard to

phonics,the N
RP did not find evidence to conclude that teaching phonics in iso-

lation is better than teaching it system
atically in context (Subgroups,p.2-132).

T
he N

R
P did not find that the benefits for teaching phonem

ic
aw

areness and phonics are lasting
.W

ith regard to teaching phonem
ic

aw
areness,there w

as no long-term
 evidence from

 the studies considered.(A
lso,

Krashen [1999] finds no long-term
 effects.) W

ith regard to teaching phonics sys-
tem

atically,the slight advantage for scores on com
prehension disappeared after

first grade,w
hen the com

prehension passages on standardized tests becam
e

longer than one sentence (Subgroups,phonics,A
ppendix G

,pp.2-169 through 2-
176).Furtherm

ore,teaching phonem
ic aw

areness does not ensure that children
w

ill learn to read and w
rite (Subgroups,p.2-43).

T
he N

R
P

 found that a sm
all am

ount of p
honem

ic aw
are-

ness training is better than a lot.The N
RP found that transfer to read-

ing w
as m

ost successful w
hen a program

 of phonem
ic aw

areness w
as taught for

few
er than 20 hours,w

ith sessions lasting no m
ore than 30 m

inutes (Subgroups,p.2-
42).“In fact,effect sizes w

ere m
ore than tw

ice as large for shorter program
s than for

the longest-lasting program
s”(Subgroups,p.2-42).Furtherm

ore,teaching that focused
on only one or tw

o w
ays of m

anipulating sounds w
as m

ore effective than teaching
that focused on m

ore (Subgroups,p.2-28).Regarding phonics,the N
RP m

ade no
determ

ination about how
 m

uch teaching of phonics w
as m

axim
ally effective.

four Lack of Scientific Support for
Com

m
ercial Reading Program

s
T

here is no indep
endent research to sup

p
ort the use of a

com
m

ercial reading p
rogram

—
nor does the N

R
P

 recom
-

m
end any com

m
ercial p

rogram
s. The N

RP did not investigate any
com

m
ercial program

s in their entirety and did not recom
m

end any program
s for

teaching the five com
ponents of reading instruction they considered.Indeed,rigid

use of a com
m

ercial reading program
 m

ay crow
d out silent reading,literature,

w
riting,and discussion from

 the curriculum
,w

ith harm
ful effects on children’s liter-

acy developm
ent.

T
he N

R
P

 did not endorse the use of scrip
ted reading p

ro-
gram

s,w
hich generally show

ed negative results for sp
elling

and com
p

rehension beyond grade one.(Subgroups,phonics,
A

ppendix G
,pp.2-161,2-168).In the subgroup discussion of teaching phonics,the

N
RP also notes that children vary in the skills they bring to school and therefore

need different am
ounts of instruction.Rigid,form

ulaic,scripted program
s do not

m
eet students’individual needs.Furtherm

ore,teachers as w
ell as students m

ay
find such program

s boring and unm
otivating (Subgroups,p.2-137).Richard

A
llington (2002) cites a num

ber of research studies indicating that effective teach-
ing depends on m

inute-by-m
inute decision m

aking and cannot be scripted.

Phonics and phonem
ic aw

areness m
ay receive disproportionate

em
phasis in som

e com
m

ercial program
s.Som

e of the m
ost w

idely
used com

m
ercial program

s offer a year of phonem
ic aw

areness training—
w

ith-
out connecting sounds w

ith letters—
and three or m

ore years of phonics.The
N

RP found that phonem
ic aw

areness program
s of few

er than 20 hours total
w

ere m
ore effective than longer program

s (Subgroups,p.2-42).Research also
suggests that teaching phonem

ic aw
areness and phonics together is m

ore effec-
tive than teaching each skill separately (Subgroups,pp.2-33,3-34).The N

RP did
not reach a conclusion about how

 m
uch phonics instruction w

as optim
al

(Subgroups,p.2-1375).

In general,the com
m

ercial p
rogram

s p
rom

oted by govern-
m

ent agencies m
anaging the R

eading First initiative are far
from

 research-based.
In addition to putting a greater em

phasis on
phonem

ic aw
areness and phonics than can be justified by the results of the N

RP

are gravely
concerned
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five Recom
m

endationsRegarding
Reading First

In designing literacy program
s for schools and school districts,educators should

keep in m
ind the m

any flaw
s and inadequacies of the N

RP Report.They should
also keep in m

ind the inaccuracies and distortions in the docum
ents that claim

to represent the findings of the Report.To develop classroom
 literacy program

s
that are keyed to the needs of students,educators are w

ell advised to draw
upon the actual findings of the N

RP report,along w
ith evidence from

 other
high-quality research.Educators responsible for teaching children to read should:

1.D
evelop

 com
p

rehensive literacy p
rogram

s that include m
ore

than just the fi
ve com

p
onents identifi

ed in the R
eading First

initiative .W
riting enhances reading,reading enhances w

riting,and listening
and discussion enhance both.In fact,all of the language processes and arts are
interdependent,and each supports the others (Pressley,A

llington,W
harton-

M
cD

onald,Block &
 M

orrow
,2001;Braunger &

 Lew
is,1997).

2.Teach com
p

rehension strategies from
 kindergarten onw

ard.
The N

RP found positive results for seven different com
prehension strategies

w
hen taught separately (Subgroups,p.4–42).But m

ultiple strategy instruction in
naturalistic classroom

 settings w
as found to be m

ost prom
ising.The Report

notes that discussing texts in naturalistic settings tends to increase m
otivation to

read and thus to encourage students to read m
ore.The N

RP further noted that
m

otivation and increased reading m
ay be im

portant factors in the success of
m

ultiple strategy instruction (Subgroups,p.4-46).O
ther researchers have con-

cluded that an em
phasis on com

prehension is an essential elem
ent of early read-

ing instruction (Snow
,Burns &

 G
riffin,1998;M

etsala &
 Ehri,1998;Pressley,1998).

3.
Include silent,indep

endent reading as a classroom
 activity.

There is no evidence that independent reading fails to prom
ote reading ability,

and a great volum
e of research—

literally hundreds of correlational studies—
suggests that independent reading does prom

ote fluency,vocabulary,and com
-

prehension (Sum
m

ary Booklet,p.12).This correlation is docum
ented by govern-

m
ent-funded studies and other research sum

m
aries,including N

eum
an,2001;

N
eum

an &
 C

elano,2001;Snow
,Burns &

 G
riffin,1998;N

AEP 1998 Reading
Report Card;N

AEP 1994 Cross-State D
ata Com

pendium
[N

ational C
enter for

Education Statistics,1995];Krashen,1993;A
nderson,W

ilson &
 Fielding,1988).

4.
H

elp
 children to exp

and and refi
ne their vocabularies

through both direct and indirect m
ethods.

C
hildren develop and

refine vocabulary through reading.Studies have long suggested that m
ost of a

literate adult’s vocabulary has been acquired through reading (Snow
,Burns &

G
riffin,1998;Sm

ith,1994;N
agy &

 A
nderson,1984;N

agy,A
nderson &

 H
erm

an,
1987),and the N

RP’s review
 of research found,indeed,that vocabulary is

learned incidentally,through reading and from
 listening to the reading of oth-

ers (Subgroups,pp.4-4;4-21 and 4-22;4-26).In addition,the N
RP report

found benefits for several w
ays of directly helping children acquire vocabulary

(N
RP Subgroups,p.4-4).

5.A
ssess even the youngest children w

ith a w
ide variety of

m
easures that em

p
hasize com

p
rehension and the ability to use

ideas from
 texts in w

riting and discussion.
Single m

easure assess-
m

ents cannot uncover all the literacy strengths and needs of children.In
assessing children’s overall reading com

petency,w
e need to exam

ine their
ability to sum

m
arize,interpret,and identify the im

portant ideas of texts
through w

ritten and oral expression.(Subgroups,p.2-97;Braunger &
 Lew

is,
1997;C

unningham
 &

 A
llington,2003).O

f course such assessm
ent is appropri-

Joanne Yatvin,Ph.D
.

Constance W
eaver,Ph.D
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Elaine G

aran,Ph.D
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report,these com
m

ercial program
s provide instructional designs that are not

based on research at all.Im
portant features of such program

s—
balance am

ong
instructional com

ponents,tim
e allocated to them

,and sequencing—
have been

subjectively determ
ined by publishers.In som

e instances,the sequencing of pro-
gram

 com
ponents is actually contraindicated by the N

RP research,as happens
w

hen phonem
ic aw

areness is taught prior to and separate from
 phonics.

ate only if the curriculum
 has been broadened to include the reading,w

riting,
and oral discussion of real texts.

6.M
ake high-quality literature and inform

ational books a cen-
tral feature of literacy p

rogram
s and ensure that children have

continual and easy access to books of the sam
e quality for inde-

p
endent reading.(N

eum
an,1999;Koskinen et al.,2000;Pressley,1998;

Braunger &
 Lew

is,1997;Krashen,1993).C
hildren are not m

otivated to read by
fill-in-the blank w

orkbooks or “fat-cat-sat-on-a-m
at”

prim
ers.They need to be

introduced to books that are w
orth reading—

through teacher read-alouds,
instruction,and independent reading (research cited in A

llington,2002;Snow
,

Burns &
 G

riffin,1998).

7.Integrate the teaching of p
honem

ic aw
areness and p

honics
w

ith reading real books and w
ith w

ritten and oral exp
ression

.
There is no evidence in the N

RP Report—
or anyw

here else—
that phonics and

phonem
ic aw

areness should be taught separately from
 each other or from

 gen-
eral literacy developm

ent activities.
In fact,the report itself em

phasizes the
greater effectiveness of teaching sounds along w

ith letters (Subgroups,pp.2-33,
2-34,2-40,2-41).The report also finds research supporting the practice of hav-
ing children use their know

ledge of letter-sound relationships in their everyday
w

riting and reading—
from

 the very beginning (Subgroups,p.2-137).Braunger
and Lew

is (1997) dem
onstrate that this conclusion is supported by num

erous
researchers and reading authorities.

8.
U

se texts that cap
ture children’s interest and satisfy their

curiosity,w
hether they are p

redictable,decodable,or even a lit-
tle beyond the children’s technical abilities.The N

RP report did not
exam

ine the effectiveness of decodable texts,and,indeed,there is no research
to support their use (Subgroups,p.2-98;A

llington &
 W

oodside-Jiron,1998).In
contrast,there are several research studies show

ing that decodable texts are
harder to read than predictable texts (Kucer,1985;Rhodes,1979).Reading
books to children that they could not read on their ow

n increases their vocabu-
laries and stim

ulates their desire to read.

9.
P

rom
ote fl

uency in conjunction w
ith

com
p

rehension.
D

on’t
assum

e that fluency guarantees com
prehension.(Pressley,1998).

C
om

prehension does not necessarily require fluency,either.Even on tim
ed,

standardized tests,non-fluent readers m
ay succeed if they have been taught to

use m
eaning-m

aking strategies.M
any of the sam

e activities that prom
ote com

-
prehension can prom

ote fluency as w
ell (A

llington,2001).

10.
D

o not treat children’s continuing reading diffi
culties as evi-

dence that they need m
ore of the sam

e typ
e of instruction they

have been receiving.If children have difficulty dem
onstrating skills like

phonem
ic aw

areness,phonics,and fluency,don’t persist in giving them
 m

ore of
the sam

e instruction.In discussing the data that show
 little or no positive effect

from
 phonics instruction on older poor readers,the N

RP Report suggests that
different instructional strategies need to be tried (Subgroups,p.2-138;Boder,
1973).O

ther researchers concur,m
ost frequently substituting real reading and

w
riting for drill in discrete skills (A

llington &
 W

alm
sley,1995).

11.D
on’t allow

 p
honics,p

honem
ic aw

areness,and fl
uency to

becom
e gatekeep

ers for children’s advancem
ent through the

grades.There is no evidence that children m
ust develop any of these skills

before reading and w
riting texts.Instead of holding children back for lack of

such skills,guide and support the children in w
riting and reading as needed.

(Pressley,2002;A
llington,2001;A

llington &
 W

alm
sley,1995;Shepard &

 Sm
ith,

1990).Keep in m
ind,too,that the N

RP Report found that helping children
invent spellings is one of the best w

ays to teach phonem
ic aw

areness and
phonics (Subgroups,pp.2-34,2-39).

12.P
rovide p

rofessional develop
m

ent for teachers in all asp
ects

of literacy instruction,not just the fi
ve com

p
onents of reading

instruction that are required in the R
eading First initiative.There

is m
ore to developing literacy than sim

ply teaching five isolated kinds of reading
skills.M

any researchers have found that the key factor in developing com
petent

readers and w
riters is a high-quality teacher (A

llington,2002;Pressley,A
llington,

W
harton-M

cD
onald,Block &

 M
orrow

,2001;Pressley,1998).

first


