
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Dear Legislator: 

We urge you to please review the key excerpts attached from the “Getting Reading Right” series 
and look up all of the investigative reporting on the topic by Education Week. States across the 
country are leaving California and other science-denying states behind and tackling the school to 
prison pipeline crisis by intentionally investing in the science of what works for teaching all 
students to read.  

According to the 2019 Nation’s Report Card, California’s low-income students lag far behind the 
national average in fourth grade reading with only 32% of all students able to read at grade level. 
And by just 4th grade, low-income students in California are already a full school-year behind in 
learning compared to states at the top like Florida and Mississippi, which were once tied with 
California at the bottom of the nation.  

Science-based structured and explicit reading instruction is critically important for students with 
dyslexia and other struggling readers and it is critical for solving California’s far-reaching literacy 
crisis when the majority of all students in California can’t read at grade level.  

For the benefit of all our students, California must become a leader in applying the settled science 
on teaching reading and ensure all of its children are being taught by a teacher who knows how to 
teach reading with scientifically proven methods. 

California can be a better state with a well-educated populous and every child is able read for 
meaning to reach their full potential.  

Respectfully,  

Alma Marquez 
Founder & Executive Director 
La Comadre 
 
Ana Ponce 
Executive Director 
Great Public Schools Now 
 

Bill Lucia 
President & CEO 
EdVoice 
 
Drew Furedi 
President & CEO 
Para Los Niños 
 

Katie Braude 
Founder & Executive Director 
Speak UP 
 
Ryan Smith 
Chief External Officer 
Partnership for LA Schools 
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By Sarah Schwartz & Sara D. Sparks

One theory is that reading is a natural process, like learning to speak. If teachers and parents
surround children with good books, this theory goes, kids will pick up reading on their own.
Another idea suggests that reading is a series of strategic guesses based on context, and that kids
should be taught these guessing strategies.
 
But research has shown that reading is not a natural process, and it’s not a guessing game.
Written language is a code. And for the last few decades, the research has been clear: Teaching
young kids how to crack the code—teaching systematic phonics—is the most reliable way to make
sure that they learn how to read words.
 
Early readers benefit from systematic phonics instruction. Among students in grades K-1, phonics
instruction led to improvements in decoding ability and reading comprehension across the board,
according to the federally mandated National Reading Panel in 2000. Children at risk of
developing future reading problems, children with disabilities, and children from all socio-
economic backgrounds all benefited. Later research reviews have confirmed that systematic
phonics instruction is effective for students with disabilities, and shown that it also works for
English-language learners.
 
Students may look like they’re decoding when they’re actually not. For example, a child may see an
illustration of an apple falling from a tree, and correctly guess that the sentence below the picture
describes an apple falling from a tree. This isn’t reading, and it doesn’t tell the teacher how a
student will tackle a book without pictures.

How Do Kids Learn to Read? What the Science Says

Read more at: https://bit.ly/35vm8rO



Improving Reading Isn't Just a Teaching Shift. It's a
Culture Shift
By Stephen Sawchuk
In all that's been written about early literacy, little attention has been given to the cultural factors
that influence how such practices are learned, reinforced, and transmitted. Yet sociology plays a
major role in why they linger on in classrooms—despite evidence that they can hinder young
readers' ability to crack the code.
 
For one thing, new data from the Education Week Research Center, released as part of this special
report, suggest that in the pursuit of "balanced literacy," many teachers are blending multiple
approaches in a way that can weaken instruction. What that means is that shifting early literacy
practice on a large scale won't happen merely by switching out a textbook or two. It will require
helping teachers make a culture shift—without blaming or shaming them.
 
Teachers are using flawed reading practices not because they're ignorant, ill-prepared, or
incompetent. They are doing it because, like Melody Fernandez, they are being told to use them—
usually by deeply trusted sources, like cherished mentors, colleagues, or the popular curriculum
sitting in their classrooms.
 
That usually means showing how teachers can start to shift in small, digestible ways. For example,
Wiley Blevins, who trains teachers nationwide, helps teachers who lack "decodable" or controlled
texts that help students practice newly learned phonics skills create some of their own, and he
insists that teachers spend at least half of their lessons having students apply phonics knowledge
to actual reading and writing to dispel the idea that building background knowledge isn't
compatible with foundational skills.
 
There are some emerging signs that states are pressing for more systemic changes, too.
Mississippi has invested significantly in teacher preparation, while in an aggressive recent
move, Arkansas recently declared that it won't give any early literacy curriculum program whose
theoretical base includes cueing a state stamp of approval.
 
Still, major knowledge gaps remain. And even those teachers who have successfully shifted their
own practices often feel that they're swimming upstream against the cultural tides
 
And fear of falling afoul of administrators remains a powerful deterrent. Education Week spoke
with at least two teachers in other districts who shared remarkably similar experiences to
Fernandez's, but declined to share them on the record, citing concerns about professional
repercussions.

Read more at: https://bit.ly/35vm7Eg



The Most Popular Reading Programs Aren't Backed by
Science
By Sarah Schwartz
There's a settled body of research on how best to teach early reading. But when it comes to the
multitude of curriculum choices that schools have, it's often hard to parse whether well-marketed
programs abide by the evidence.
 
And making matters more complicated, there's no good way to peek into every elementary
reading classroom to see what materials teachers are using.
 
Even so, many early reading programs are designed to teach students to make better guesses,
under the assumption that it will make children better readers. The problem is that it trains kids to
believe that they don't always need to look at all of the letters that make up words in order to read
them.
 
Still, teachers may not know that cueing strategies aren't in line with the scientific evidence base
around teaching reading, said Heidi Beverine-Curry, the co-founder of The Reading League, an
organization that promotes science-based reading instruction.
 
Even when teachers want to question their school or district's approach, they may feel pressured
to stay silent. Education Week spoke with three teachers from different districts who requested
that their names not be used in this story, for fear of repercussions from their school systems.
 
It's hard to find a perfect curriculum, said Blythe Wood, an instructional coach in the special
education department at the Pickerington school district, and the vice president of the
International Dyslexia Association of Central Ohio.
 
She's critical of Leveled Literacy Intervention, specifically, for the focus it puts on looking at words
as wholes, and the lack of decodable text. But there are good and bad parts to most commercial
materials, she said."
 
The knowledge base of the teacher, and being able to identify the needs of the student, are more
important than a boxed program," Wood said. "We're not going to meet every kid with one box."
 
Taking a hard look at curriculum is important—but more important is making sure teachers have
the training they need to evaluate practices themselves, said Beverine-Curry, of The Reading
League. "Just handing teachers materials or a program or a curriculum is not going to do the job."

Read more at: https://bit.ly/2t0m8CP
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