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The Children

The United States spends more per student in public k-12 education than most other nations.  Our schools are filled with books and all sorts of computer technology.  We have 1400 colleges that train new teachers and principals.  And we have over 100 years of research on learning and teaching.  You’d think that would be enough.  But achievement of American students in reading, math, and science is low compared to students in other countries---even poor countries.  In addition, there’s a large achievement gap (differences in achievement) between advantaged and white students and disadvantaged and minority students.  We’ll discuss statistical facts a little later, but let’s see what “achievement gap” and “low achievement” really mean---to real persons.  Here’s a story by one of the authors.  

My graduate assistant and I were asked to test students in grades 3-5 at an elementary school “serving” poor kids.  [Now, these kids are called “diverse learners.”]  Fifty percent of these children left for middle school unable to read—they were illiterate.  They’re called “struggling readers”---which really means that it’s all over for these students.  Because when students can't read accurately and quickly with comprehension and enjoyment, they also can't learn math, literature, spelling, history, chemistry, and any other subject that requires proficient reading.  Therefore, these students become frustrated, angry, and give up; they can’t get jobs that pay a decent salary that gives them decent housing, health care, and other things that require an education.  

       The new principal of the school selected an effective remedial reading program—Corrective Reading.  You give all students in grades 3 and up a quick placement test to find the program level where they should start. My grad assistant and I had no idea how poorly these students read. 


     I was testing in the school library.  In came a little kid (his race and ethnicity don’t matter) wearing a Cub Scout uniform—blue with gold lettering, frayed at the cuffs and collar, but spotless and starched.  His Momma took good care of him.  He was real thin.  His skin was stretched tightly over his cheek bones--like a wood carving.  

 
     I said, “Howdy, Pal.  [We shook hands.] This isn’t a test.  It’s just to see how you read so we can get books that are just right for you.  Here.  Read this.  [a paragraph in a testing book] Try not to make mistakes. Okay?  Start whenever you’re ready.”

 
     He put his index finger under the first word.  I thought “Great.  He knows how to do this!”  And he started.

     “K…K…Ki…Kite (the word is Kit)…mmm…mad (made) a bowat 
    
   
     (boat).  She mad the bowat of thin (tin).  The noise (nose) of the 
  
     bowat was vvv…vvv…very tin…The bowat wants (went) ver…ver very 
 
     fast…

He was trying so hard.  His proud expression faded.  He started to sweat.  His finger shook under the words.  He looked at me for help.  I said, “You’re doing fine.”  [What else could I say?]



     He finished.  It took 3 minutes and he made 30 errors.  This is really poor.  He said, “I’m stupid, ain’t I.”  I almost choked.  I said, “No, I bet you know all kinds of things.  You’re one sharp guy.”

     My graduate assistant and I tested all the students, helped the principal order Corrective Reading materials, and taught the teachers how to use the program.  In a few weeks, these students were finally learning to read.  Corrective Reading yields one and sometimes two years’ growth every 65 lessons (three months).  Without Corrective Reading, students fall farther and farther behind every year in every subject.


Do you want a happy ending?  There isn't one.  I don’t know what happened to Scout.  It was April when we started Corrective Reading, and he had only a month of lessons before school was out.  And middle school—where he was headed--didn’t use Corrective Reading.  In other words,

It was over for Scout before he was 11 years old

In the years since, the authors and their own college students have tested over a thousand kids in elementary schools—kids “referred” because they “aren’t reading on grade level” or they’re “falling behind.”  Seventy percent of these children read just like Scout—they struggle to figure out what words say, they have no idea what the passage means.  Fifth grade.  That’s one thousand eighty days.  They still don’t know the sounds that go with the letters--letter-sound correspondence.  And therefore, they don't know how to sound out unfamiliar words.  They read kite instead of Kit, bowat instead of boat, thin instead of tin.  They guess what words say.  They spend so much time and energy trying to figure out the words that they’ve no idea what the sentences mean.

The story of Scout and millions of kids just like him (lives that are over before they started), is not bad luck, not too bad, and not misfortune.  It’s tragedy---because it doesn’t have to be this way.   Kids fail to read, and therefore fail to learn math, science, literature, history, and civics, not because they’re stupid, unmotivated, disruptive, or have learning disabilities.  They don’t learn because they’re not taught.  Their teachers don’t use well-designed curricula, curriculum materials, instructional methods, and efficient, organized classroom environments. [Please read that sentence again.]  Let’s look at some statistics to see how big the tragedy is.

A Few Facts About Student Achievement 
Typical and Diverse Learners

Here are figures from a presentation called "Closing the achievement gap," by The Education Trust, Washington, DC., November, 2005.  The first figure shows that only 30% of fourth graders in the United States read at a proficient or advanced level; an even higher percentage (38%) read below the basic level—that is, they can barely read comic books and street signs.
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How can this be?!  By the end of fourth grade, students have had at least 900 hours of reading instruction!  Do all these children have “learning disabilities”?  Of course not!  Could it be that day after day, for five years, they are wrongly taught how to read?  Yes!  So, when some persons say that kids need more time being taught to read, they are wrong!  How is more bad teaching suddenly going to work?  Time isn’t the issue, is it?   The issue is the quality of the

1.  
Curriculum.  Does the curriculum (the list of skills to teach) tell teachers to work on the five main reading skills:  hearing the separate sounds in words, sounding out words, reading fast and accurately, vocabulary, comprehension?  Does the curriculum tell teachers the right sequence for teaching these skills? 

2.  
Curriculum materials, such as programs and textbooks.  Do the materials teach all five reading skills fully and in the right sequence?  

3.  
Instruction.  Do teachers use effective methods to teach the five skills? 

4.  
Classroom environment.  Are reading activities well organized; are all students participating?  



The next figure shows reading proficiency by subgroups—race and ethnicity.  Asian students are as proficient as White students, but African American, Latino, and Native American students (“diverse learners”) are way behind---38% below the basic (cartoon) level.  What kind of life will they have?  What are the chances that their children will “break out of the cycle of poverty”?  Zero!
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Please tell what the above graph says. What percentage of African American, Asian, Latino, Native American, and White students read at the below basic level?  What percentage of students in these subgroups read at the proficient/advanced level? 

The last figure shows that by grade 12 children in many other countries score higher in math than students in America.  Trace the percentage of students who score higher than U.S. students from 4th to 12th grade.  Do you see the increase?
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These data, above, are more than embarrassing.  We’re in big trouble.  Jobs and companies move overseas to countries whose citizens are well-read, informed, smart, and skilled.  Also consider the words of Thomas Jefferson.  

“If a nation expects to be ignorant and free, in a state of civilization, it expects what never was and never will be.” (Letter to Charles Yancey, 1816).   

If students can’t read proficiently (if they can’t figure out what writers are saying), then they can’t learn math, science, civics, and history.  And they can’t think logically.  When uneducated students become uneducated adults, they won’t have the knowledge and reasoning skills needed to make wise political and moral judgments and decisions?  They’ll be swayed by public opinion, by politicians and TV programs, by films and books.  Is that a good thing?


Absolute obedience presupposes ignorance in the person who obeys. 
[Montesquieu. Spirit of the laws. 1748]


…each nation is reduced to nothing better than a flock of timid and 
industrious animals, of which the government is the shepherd. [Alexis de 
Tocqueville.  Democracy in America, Volume II. 1840, pp. 336-337)

Attrition (Leaving)


Test scores (shown in the tables above) are only one indicator of the quality of curriculum, curriculum materials, instruction, and classroom environment.  Two more indicators of quality are: (1) the rate at which students drop out of school; and (2) the rate at which teachers transfer to other schools or leave teaching altogether.  Here are some scary findings.

1.
“(A) third of entering ninth-grade students will drop out of high school 
before attaining a diploma, and another third will graduate unprepared 
for college or a good job.” (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2005).  

2.
(A)bout half of the high schools in the nation’s thirty-five largest 


cities have severe dropout rates—often as high as 50 percent.” (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2005).  

3.
The rate of teacher attrition is 50% higher in poor than in wealthier schools.  (Guinn, 2004)  Note that these schools are likely to have lower student achievement.

4.
Schools with a minority population of 50% or more have twice the rate of teacher attrition as do schools with lower percentages of minority students.  (Guinn, 2004)  Again, these schools are likely to have lower student achievement.

5.
In general, the lower the student achievement in a school (measured by exam results or graduation) the higher the chances that teachers will leave.  (Falch & Ronning, 2005).  

6.
25% of first-year teachers who are unprepared (do not know how to teach) are likely to leave.  Teachers who ARE well prepared (know how to teach) are half as likely to leave.  NCATE (2005).

Think of all the time, effort, and money wasted!

Students with Special Needs

Also alarming are achievement data (facts) on students with special needs.  For example, the US Department of Education’s Annual Report to Congress (2004) shows that only 54% of the nation’s students with disabilities graduate from high school.  In addition, the drop-out rate for this group is 31%.  What kind of jobs, health care, and housing will these students have?  And the failure to educate these students happens despite the fact that during the 1999-2000 school year, approximately $50 billion was spent on special education services by the 50 states and the District of Columbia, amounting to $8,080 per special education student.  How many effective self-instruction books and DVDs, tutors, and computers could you purchase for $8000 each year?  Lots!  Would you say that our nation spends huge amounts of money on education, and receives little in return in the form of educated students?  What else could you conclude?!
What’s Going On? Or,

Searching for Keys in the Wrong Place

A guy comes out of a bar.  He’s had too much to drink and can’t find his car keys. He starts looking under a street lamp.  Another guy comes up and asks, “Did you lose your keys here?”  


“No, but this is the easiest place to look.”  

That’s how the field of education has explained and tried to solve the problem of low achievement.  Too often we’ve looked in the wrong places.  

1.  
“Schools need more money.”  [In fact, the U.S. spends more money on schools than just about anyone else. The problem is, a lot of money is spent on worthless curriculum materials and activities.]

2.
“Disadvantaged children enter school with too little vocabulary.”  [True, but well-designed preschool and kindergarten language and reading programs can catch them up.  Why aren’t these used?]

3.
“Students are unmotivated. They don’t want to learn.”  [Did you ever see unmotivated kindergartners?  Children become unmotivated after they find out they aren’t learning, that the classroom is filled with disruptions, and that every new lesson, day, and year is as frustrating as the lesson, day, and year before.] 

4.
“Classes are too large.”  [Nonsense.  Ineffective instruction is ineffective no matter how small classes are.  Besides, countries with high achievement have larger classes.]

In summary, class size, school funding, family income, parent involvement, race and ethnicity don’t explain high or low achievement.  These factors are distant from the learning process.  What’s closest to the learning process---and what’s directly connected to learning (during every lesson) and achievement (in the long run)---is right before our eyes!  Namely (1) interaction with the teacher (instruction) that (2) is guided by a curriculum and curriculum materials, in (3) a classroom environment.  Many schools have little money and serve diverse and poor populations, but educate students to high achievement, instill an ethic of hard work, and foster respect for self and others.  For example, at the Charter Day School of the Roger Bacon Academy, a 600-student K-7 school, 30% of students are on “free and reduced lunch” (that is, they are poor).  Yet, 

1. 96% of Charter Day School students pass the state proficiency tests in math and 90% pass in reading--which is 20 to 25% higher than other schools in the same district).  

2. Its students score in the top 30% on the SAT 9 achievement tests. 
The percentage of students in each class at or above grade level ranges from 77% to 100% in math and from 91 to 100% in reading.  

3. It is ranked in the top 25 out of 1800 schools in its state for year-to-year academic growth.  

4. And it receives from 30% to 50% less funding per student than schools in surrounding counties. 

How do schools like Charter Day School do it?  The answer is that they look in the right place for the keys to achievement.  If teachers use well-designed curricula and tested/effective materials, if teachers communicate (teach) in a logically clear way, and if teachers express caring for students and provide an efficient classroom environment, then students succeed regardless of family background, race, ethnicity, and economic disadvantage.  Successful schools:
1.  
Make high achievement the highest priority. 

2.
Use curriculum materials that have been tested and that work.

3.  
Improve materials that have minor weaknesses, such as too few
practice exercises.
4.  
Assess and improve instruction to ensure that teachers review and firm 
background knowledge needed to learn new material; present new 
information clearly and in small chunks; correct errors; teach at a brisk 
pace; and so forth.  These and more will be covered in later chapters.
5.
Have leaders who foster a shared school mission and ensure that 
teachers receive the assistance and materials they need.   
Here’s a big idea.  

Academic success and academic failure 

are as relentless and as predictable 

as well-aimed arrows flying to their targets.
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In other words, when schools use good curricula, materials, instruction, and classroom environments, students achieve.  And if schools use weak curricula, materials, instruction, and classroom environments, students don’t achieve---no matter how hard teachers try, no matter how many new “mission statements” and mottos the school has, and no matter how much money and time are spent on “initiatives” (fads) such as brain-based learning, portfolio assessment, and multiple intelligences.   

It goes like this.

Path to Success

High-quality  ( Early achieve- ( Expect to (  Continue    (    Complete curric-

curriculum,       ment and            succeed.        learning,           ulum. Apply high

materials,         learning              See self as     using earlier      expectations,

instruction,       essential             smart.           tool skills.          self-esteem, and

and classroom   tools skills:          Believe          High involve-     work habits to

environment     reading               that hard       ment and hard   to future edu-

                        math,                 work pays      work (invest-      cation and 

                        vocabulary,        off.                ment).               employment.

                        reasoning.                                Self-esteem

                                                                        and expecta- 

                                                                        tions are

                                                                        sustained

In other words, early success (from high-quality curricula, materials, instruction, and classroom environment) gives students the tools for future success.  Of course, this success path requires continued high-quality curricula, materials, instruction, and classroom environment in middle and high school.


Now let’s look at failure.

The Path to Failure

Low-quality  ( Early failure- ( Expect to (  Lower     (       Drop out.

curriculum,       to                     struggle         expecta-           Apply low

materials,         learn                 and fail.    
tions, involve-  expectations,

instruction,       essential            See self         ment, and        self-esteem, and

and classroom   tools skills:         stupid.          effort               work habits to

environment     reading               Believe         (investment)     to future edu-

                        math,                 that hard      Lower self-        cation and 

                        vocabulary,         work does     esteem as         employment.                                                    
              reasoning.           not pay         students

                                                   off.              continue to

                                                                       struggle  

                                                                       and fail.

In the failure path, low-quality curriculum, materials, instruction, and classroom environment lead to early school failure.  Students don’t have the tool skills enabling them to learn more advanced material.  Failure breeds more failure.

This book will give you the tools to be a great teacher---tools that many teachers don’t have, and don’t even know exist. For example, this book will teach you to evaluate, design, use, and improve curriculum, materials, instruction, and classroom environments so that you are successful and your students are well educated.  But let’s be clear.  Student achievement is not the only reason to be a great teacher---which you can be.  

Your Essential Role

This book takes seriously your intelligence, your desire to be a skillful and effective teacher, and your willingness to work hard to master the craft.  This book does not cover a hundred topics superficially.  It covers the most important tools---curriculum, materials, instruction, and classroom environment---deeply, so that you can apply the tools to many different subjects and different sorts of students.  Why is this important?  


Who is more important for the welfare of society?  Physicians or teachers?  Many persons say physicians.  But in fact, it’s teachers.  After all, how does someone become a physician?  Teachers.  So, let’s take a quick look at the essential role of teacher.


First, our job is not just to teach skills.  It’s to educate.  "Educate" means "to lead forth" out of the cave of ignorance--falsehood, opinion, bias—and into the light of reason and knowledge--enduring truth.   This means that a person’s whole attitude towards the world and towards learning is different.  The person wants to know how the world works; the person is inquisitive; knowledge is valuable.  The person isn’t satisfied or swayed by opinions, untested beliefs, or persuasive wording in publications, speeches, and conversation.  The educated person uses evidence and reason (logic) to test beliefs.  The educated person isn’t satisfied by a few facts.  Instead, the educated person wants to see the big picture---how facts fit together to tell a story.  

Education is not just a desirable thing.  It’s necessary for civilizing the individual and for the welfare of civil society.  You already know what Thomas Jefferson had to say…

"If a nation expects to be ignorant and free, in a state of civilization, it 
expects what never was and never will be."  [Letter to Charles Yancey, 
1816]

The philosopher George Santayana said much the same thing.


“Those who cannot learn from history are doomed to repeat it.”

And the historians Ariel and Will Durant.


“Education is the transmission of civilization.”

And Lord Brougham, Lord High Chancellor of Great Britain


“Education makes a people easy to lead, but difficult to drive; easy to 
govern, but impossible to enslave.”

If intelligent and hard-working persons such as you do not teach young persons to read accurately and quickly; help students to comprehend important literature; teach math, chemistry, physics, and history that show how the world is put together---our nation will not continue to have a productive economy that yields consumer goods as well as beneficial inventions---a nation whose citizens are well informed and intelligent enough to make wise decisions that will sustain our freedoms and our national security.


Second, as the figures at the beginning of this chapter show, our students are falling behind—way behind---students in other countries in math and sciences.  High tech jobs are moving to foreign countries that graduate many times more scientists and engineers than we do.  If this continues, our nation will no longer be a major provider of scientific knowledge and technical progress.  If you aren’t the one who will educate students in essential subjects, who is?

Third, families give their children to teachers--hoping, expecting, and paying teachers to educate their children.  When you take the job of teacher, and have a classroom full of kids lent to you by their families, you accept a contract with children and families, your school and district, and with society to fulfill your moral obligation to teach well.  


Fourth, changes on the national and state level require that you are proficient at evaluating, using, and improving curriculum and instruction. For example, 

1. Teachers must be competent; that they use methods and programs (for instance, for teaching math and reading) based on scientific research showing that these are effective. 

2. Many states have legislation that evaluates every teacher, school, and school district according to the percentage of students who pass end of grade tests, and according to whether the schools are closing achievement gaps (e.g., the large differences in the percentage of students who pass) between typical and diverse learners.

3. Also, there are federal and state laws requiring teachers to adapt instruction depending on the special difficulties of some students.  For example, some students have difficulty learning to read because they are weak on phonemic awareness; they can't hear the separate sounds in words.  It’s no longer enough for teachers to teach the average student well. Teachers also must know how to use assessment information to determine what else some students need, and how to provide it.


Does this sound like a lot to do?  Yes it does.  But cooking a whole Thanksgiving dinner seems like too much, too---if you don’t know how to cook.  Let’s go to chapter two, and see the main tools that will enable you to get the job done. 
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Assessment of Knowledge of this chapter, “Educate All Children Well”

1.
List the inadequate reasons (some would say excuses) that are often given for low student achievement.


a.


b.


c.


d.


e.


f.

2.
What is the main thing that is wrong with all of the usual reasons given for low achievement?

3.
What four features of school are closest to and directly related to learning and achievement?


a.


b.


c.

4.
What is the difference between teaching skills and educating?

5.
Using the example of Scout, provide details of his “failure path” as shown on the figure.

2005 NAEP Grade 4 Reading All Students, Nation
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