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of children attend kindergarten prior to first grade, with 60% of these children attending
a full-day program.

Secondary education provides specific subject knowledge building on the general
foundations developed during elementary school. Students normally start secondary
school or high school at age 14 and attend for 4 years. Most school districts operate an
intermediate school between the elementary and secondary school levels called a middle
school or junior high school. Middle schools end at grade 8 and most often include
grades 5-8, 6-8, or 7-8, while junior high schools typically include grades 7 to 9.

Figure 1 provides a detailed illustration of the structure of the U.S. education system.

Reading Curriculum in the Primary/Elementary Grades

Reading Policy

NcLB calls for all students to be reading on grade level by the 2013-14 school year. Through
Title I, federal funding is provided to districts and schools with high numbers or high
percentages of children from low-income families."” In 2006, funding for Title I was $12.7
billion.'* More than half of all public schools in the United States use Title I funds to
provide additional academic support and learning opportunities to help low-achieving
children master challenging curricula and meet state standards in core academic subjects.
For example, funds support extra instruction in reading, as well as special preschool, after-
school, and summer programs to extend and reinforce the regular school curriculum.
NcLB requires all districts and schools receiving Title I funds to meet state “adequate yearly
progress” (AYP) goals for their total student populations and for specified demographic
subgroups, such as economically disadvantaged students and students with disabilities."”
'8 States must define minimum levels of improvement as measured by standardized
tests chosen by the state. If a school receiving Title I funding fails to meet AYp goals
for 2 or more consecutive years, it is designated “in need of improvement” and faces an
increasing number of consequences (e.g., school transfer options, school restructuring)
with increasing consecutive years of not meeting Ayp goals.

NCLB contained two specific sections on reading. The Early Reading First program
supports the development of early childhood centers of excellence that focus on all areas
of development, especially on the early language, cognitive, and prereading skills that
prepare children for continued school success, and that serve primarily children from
low-income families."” Through the second program, Reading First, assistance is provided
to states and districts to establish scientifically based reading programs for students
enrolled in kindergarten through grade 3.*° Funds are allocated to states according to
the proportion of children ages 5 to 17 who reside within the state and are from families
with incomes below the poverty line. The state plans for the use of funding are subject
to approval by a panel of reviewers. The criteria include the requirement that reading
programs and materials be based on “scientifically based reading research,” defined in
the legislation as research that draws on systematic empirical methods, provides valid
data, and has been accepted after rigorous and objective review.?! States, in turn, pass
the funds on to districts that also have to present acceptable education plans to the state.
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Figure 1 The Structure of Education in the United States
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In 2005, funding for Reading First was about $1 billion, serving approximately 4,700
schools in 1,400 school districts.?

Reading Standards

There is no national curriculum for reading in the United States. States have each
developed their own standards for reading. These are based, to varying degrees, on the
standards developed by professional associations, a report from the National Reading
Panel entitled Teaching Children to Read,” and widely accepted research findings.
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State standards for reading differ in both content and level of specificity. Aspects of
reading usually covered include phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, comprehension,
literature, vocabulary, and habits and attitudes. In kindergarten, students are expected
to recognize or decode basic words.** Phonemic awareness and phonics are emphasized
in kindergarten and first grade, receive less attention in second and third grade, and
tend to disappear from the curriculum by fourth grade (except for students who are
not yet reading well). In some sets of state standards, reading and writing standards are
closely integrated. For example, an expectation might be that students use letter-sound
correspondence to “decode/use words in context.” All state standards have comprehension
as the ultimate goal of reading instruction.

Reading Instruction in the Primary Grades

Guidelines for reading instruction at the state and district levels and for federal grant
funding have increasingly emphasized approaches supported by rigorous research.
The Reading First section of NCLB, requiring that proposed reading programs focus on
strategies and professional development based on “scientifically based reading research,”
has provided much of the impetus for this trend.

Instructional Time

As in all other aspects of reading education in the United States, instructional time varies
from state to state, district to district, and school to school. In some cases, states issue
guidelines for the amount of instructional time spent on reading instruction. Usually,
districts set the time frames. Often, the time frame of a language-arts block is 1% to 2
hours in the morning, during which both reading and writing are taught. Sometimes the
whole time is devoted solely to reading. Especially in the early grades, reading instruction
is often given far more time than other subjects, such as social studies, science, art,
and music.”

Schools that use the major commercial reading programs spend time on phonemic
awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension. In grades k-2, the major
portion of instruction is spent on the first three areas. As students move to the higher
grades, comprehension is given more emphasis. Instruction at all levels involves retrieving
explicit information from the text and making inferences. Emphasis on interpretation of
text and critical thinking varies from program to program, school to school, and teacher
to teacher.

Instructional Materials
Some states, notably Texas and California, have state requirements that textbooks be
approved by schools and districts. While there are no specific federal criteria for program
materials, states receiving Reading First funding sometimes use the guidelines established
by the Institute for Development of Educational Achievement at the University of
Oregon.*

Reading texts are produced by a handful of large publishing companies. The
commercial programs offer an array of components that can be selected to build a
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program that has more or less emphasis on certain aspects of reading. For example,
these may include charts and workbooks on phonics and phonemic awareness, texts
of selections to be used in instruction, journals for writing about selections read in
class, and books for self-selected pleasure reading that are keyed to specific grade ranges.
Most commercial programs provide alternative methods for using the common program
materials to address the needs of students with varying levels of reading achievement
and English language proficiency. Some programs provide materials for small-group
instruction. As many schools integrate reading instruction with writing instruction,
most commercially developed reading programs include writing instruction in their
core or main curriculum materials. Because they must satisfy the guidelines for adoption
within two of the largest states, all the commercial core or main reading programs have
more features in common than distinctive features. These programs lend a degree of
cohesiveness to reading curricula across the country.

Use of Technology

Although technology is not widely used for reading instruction, some school systems
have purchased computer-based systems that provide materials for diagnosis, instruction,
practice, and assessment. There is a growing trend toward the use of technology, especially
for monitoring student progress. Reading researchers, business leaders, and policy makers
are beginning to call for more instruction in “new literacies,” the ability to use computer-
based resources such as the Internet to locate, select, and use information.”

Role of Reading Specialists

The role of the reading specialist varies from district to district and school to school.
In some schools, the reading specialist serves as a support for classroom teachers,
providing materials and ideas, helping to organize students for instruction, assisting
in diagnosis and assessment, and providing staft development. In other situations, the
reading specialist works with individual students or small groups of students who are
not achieving as expected.

Second-language Instruction
The population of school-age children that speaks a language other than English at home
has increased substantially over time. Between 1979 and 2004, the number of school-age
children (ages 5-17) who spoke a language other than English at home increased from 3.8
to 9.9 million, or from 9 to 19% of all children in this age group. The number of school-
age children who spoke English with difficulty also increased, from 1.3 million (or 3% of
all school-age children) to 2.8 million (or 5%) over the same time period.*®

A critical challenge facing k-12 schools in the United States is teaching language-
minority students to read and write well in English. Language-minority students
who cannot read and write proficiently in English may struggle to participate fully in
education and will likely face limited job opportunities and earning power.”* For example,
in 1999, 10% of young adults (18- to 24-year-olds not enrolled in grades k-12) who
spoke only English at home had not completed high school. The percentage was three
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times higher for those who spoke a language other than English at home (31%), and five
times higher among those who spoke English with difficulty (51%).** Among language
minority groups, Spanish-speaking young adults were more likely than any other group
not to have completed high school. In 1999, 39% of young adults who spoke Spanish at
home had not completed high school (61% among Spanish speakers who spoke English
with difficulty).

There are differing views on how best to teach these students to read. Some favor
immersion in English and learning to read at the same time. Others are convinced that
students should be taught to read proficiently in their native language first, and then
learn to read in English.

Effective Practices

The What Works Clearinghouse was established in 2002 by the U.S. Department of
Educations Institute of Education Sciences to provide educators, policy makers, researchers,
and the public with a central and trusted source of scientific evidence of best practices
in education. The clearinghouse aims to promote informed education decision making
through a set of easily accessible databases and user-friendly reports that provide education
consumers with high-quality reviews of the effectiveness of replicable educational
interventions (programs, products, practices, and policies) intended to improve student
outcomes. Relevant reviews in reading include curriculum-based interventions and teaching
practices designed to improve the English language literacy or academic achievement of
elementary school English language learners, interventions in early childhood education
to improve school readiness, and interventions for beginning reading.

A report by the National Reading Panel entitled Teaching Children to Read was derived
from an evidence-based assessment of the scientific research literature on reading.* That
report emphasized the importance of five factors in early reading: phonemic awareness,
phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. Much of the Reading First legislation
was based on this report.

Reading Disabilities

The federal government provides guidelines for the education of students with learning
disabilities in the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA), reauthorized in 2004. The
law provides procedures for diagnosing, planning programs, and monitoring progress
of students with disabilities. Most schools use a battery of tests administered by a
teacher, specialists, or a school psychologist to screen for reading problems. If a
student is diagnosed as having a disability that affects learning, he or she must have
an Individualized Education Program, which may require that reading instruction be
adapted to address the specific learning needs of the student.

Research has found that high-quality evaluative and instructional approaches, begun
early in a child’s life, are important in helping children who are struggling to read and
reducing referrals to special education. In the Reading First program, every school that
receives funding must have a coordinated plan to use four types of reading assessments to
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guide instruction and program evaluation in the school: screening, progress monitoring,
diagnostic, and outcome.*>* Students must be assessed for these four purposes in five
core dimensions of reading instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary,
reading comprehension, and fluency. A screening assessment is the “first alert” that a child
will need extra help in reading. Progress monitoring assessments are used throughout
the school year to evaluate whether the child is making adequate progress in learning
to read. Diagnostic assessments provide more in-depth information on a student’s skills
and instructional needs to help plan more intensive or more targeted instruction. These
comprehensive tests would generally be administered only when a child fails to make
adequate progress in learning to read despite immediate, intensive interventions already
put in place. Finally, outcome assessments are administered at the end of the school year
so that the school can evaluate the effectiveness of its reading program and the school
district can evaluate whether its students are meeting the goal of reading on grade level
by grade 3.

Instruction for students identified as needing instructional intervention in reading is
provided in different ways. Some schools use computers to provide additional instruction
and practice. In some schools, reading teachers work with students having reading
difficulties. In some situations, classroom paraprofessionals work with students who are
achieving satisfactorily, while the teacher works with a small group of those students
needing extra help. Extra help is usually provided in a small-group setting rather than
one on one.

Teachers and Teacher Education

In the 2003 school year, more than 3 million teachers were employed in public elementary
and secondary schools, including traditional public schools and charter schools. Forty-
eight percent had a master’s degree or higher educational attainment, and 82% had 4 or
more years of teaching experience. Private schools employed 467,400 teachers. Thirty-five
percent had a master’s degree or higher educational attainment, and 68% had 4 or more
years of teaching experience.*

Most universities, both public and private, have a school of education that provides
teacher education programs. The content and structure of teacher education programs
is left to the discretion of the institutions offering them, with the understanding that
students must meet state standards to become certified to teach. Following a 4-year
program and a practicum (i.e., a time of supervised teaching experience), prospective
teachers must then apply to individual states for certification or licensure. States vary
in their licensure requirements.”® Most states require satisfactory performance on a
statewide test for teacher certification. These tests often assess knowledge of specific
subject matter, general knowledge, and pedagogy. Some states are changing policy in this
area as they endeavor to meet the requirements of NCLB.

NCLB requires that all students be taught by “highly qualified teachers.” * A highly
qualified teacher is one who (a) holds a minimum of a bachelor’s degree, (b) has obtained
full state certification as a teacher or passed the state teacher licensing examination
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and holds a license to teach in the state, (¢) does not have certification or licensure
requirements waived on an emergency, temporary, or provisional basis, and (d) has
demonstrated competence in all of the academic subjects in which the teacher teaches
in a manner determined by the state.

Requirements to be a reading specialist vary from state to state. Most states require
additional course work in reading and related subjects, and some states require a
master’s degree.

Teacher In-service Education

Employed teachers are provided in-service education by the local district. Sometimes,
the state determines what kind of assistance would be useful and then retains consultants
to address those areas. In other instances, the district or school decides the content and
format of in-service education. Usually 1 or 2 days in duration, these programs are offered
(with pay) before students return to school at the beginning of the school year and/or
during the year when students are not in attendance.

Examinations and Assessments

International

Through its participation in the International Association for the Evaluation of
Educational Achievement (1EA), the United States has taken part in several international
reading assessments of children: a 15-nation survey in 1970-71, the 1EA Reading Literacy
Study in 1990-91, and PIRLS in 2001 and 2006. In addition, participation in the OECD-
sponsored Program for International Student Assessment (P1SA) in 2000, 2003, and, most
recently, in 2006 provided a reading literacy assessment of 15-year-olds.

National

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), also known as “the Nation’s
Report Card,” is the only nationally representative and continuing assessment of what
America’s students know and can do in various subject areas. Since 1969, these sample-
based assessments have been conducted periodically in reading and other subject areas.
NAEP provides results for populations of students (e.g., U.S. fourth graders or eighth-
grade public-school students in a specific state) and subgroups of those populations (e.g.,
female students, Hispanic students). It does not provide scores for individual students
or schools.

NCLB requires that NAEP reading assessments be given to national and state
representative samples of students in grades 4 and 8 every 2 years. Results are reported
in two ways—scale scores and achievement levels (Basic, Proficient, and Advanced)—
so that student performance can be more easily understood. Results include reading
achievement at the national level (4", 8", and 12™ graders from public and private schools)
and at the state level (4™ and 8" graders from public schools), as well as trends in reading
achievement.

The NAEP reading assessment examines students’ abilities to construct and think
about the meaning of what they read in different reading situations—reading for literary
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experience, reading to be informed, and reading to perform a task.”” The assessment is
designed to examine the outcomes of reading instruction rather than its components
and to reflect the increasingly rigorous literacy demands of employment, citizenship,
and personal development.

State

As described previously in the Overview of the Education System section, NCLB requires
states to test all students annually in grades 3-8 in reading (as well as mathematics),
and provide detailed reports of the results. In some states, the consequences of the state
assessments are high—for students, promotion to the next grade; for teachers, pay and
promotion; for schools, monetary rewards or sanctions and even state takeover. The NCLB
legislation requires states to use state assessments to monitor the progress of schools and
to meet state-level requirements for adequate yearly progress. The legislation also requires
state assessments to be aligned with the state subject area standards. Federal money is
available to help states and districts improve the performance of poorly performing
schools and to develop state assessments. Many states have developed their own tests,
and some of these resemble NAEP. Others use commercial tests.

Classroom

Classroom assessments of reading are often part of a package of materials purchased
with the textbooks. Commercial programs usually include diagnostic, formative,
and summative assessments. Some districts and even some states provide classroom
assessment tools, but it is usually up to the school or teacher to decide whether to use
those tools. Due to the requirements of Reading First, many schools use the Dynamic
Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills in the primary grades to track the progress of
students in phonemic awareness, phonics, and fluency.

Kamil, M. L., Mosenthal, P. B, Pearson, P. D., &
Barr, R., Eds. (2000). Handbook of reading

Education Commission of the States. research, volume III. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence
ECS state notes and online databases. Erlbaum Associates.

(http://www.ecs.org)

Suggested Readings

National Center for Education Statistics
Education Week (2007 and yearly). Quality (http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/about/)
counts (http://www. edweek.org)
What Works Clearinghouse
Gambrell, L.B., Morrow, L.M., & Pressley, M. (http://www.whatworks.ed.gov/)
(Eds.). (2006). Best practices in literacy
instruction (3rd ed.). New York: Guilford Press.
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