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COVID-19 has shuttered schools, leaving kids in poverty
without what may be their only access to the internet

or books, and making at-home learning especially
challenging. For every child in need, however, there is an
educator who is working, creating and innovating to make
sure their kids don't fall behind.

The AFT and First Book are doing everything we can to
support educators like you to help keep kids in need
engaged during this crisis with resources like these:

Free educational tools and activities you can
use or share directly with your students and their
families that don't require internet access or materials.

firstbook.org/coronavirus-educator-resources

Free, downloadable resources full of fun
at-home reading, math and critical-thinking activities
for children in grades preK-8; available in English
and Spanish.

bit.ly/timeathome

bit.ly/tiempoencasa

Supporting At-Home Learning section—a
one-stop shop for low-cost, brand-new books, school
supplies and digital learning resources for kids from
birth to age 18.
fbmarketplace.org/athomelearning

First Book:
Supporting AFT

Educators and
Kids at Home

%

Are you supporting kids and families living
in poverty through a community program or
emergency service during the

COVID-19 pandemic?

If you are, First Book is seeking funders to
provide books and educational resources to
help these heroic efforts.

Help us show the huge need and fill out the
Funding Support Interest Form, which
will be included in the First Book COVID-19
Activation Network.

bit.ly/firstbookCOVID-19relief

As always, registration for
First Book is free—just go
to firstbook.org/AFT.




WHERE WE STAND

ILOVE TO READ, although these days I do
much of it on a computer screen. As a
child I remember my mother, who was a
second-grade teacher, always making sure
we had books at home—books like The
Hundpred Dresses by Eleanor Estes, The Jazz
Man by Mary Hays Weik, and The Story of
Ferdinand by Munro Leaf. Books I read as
ateenager shaped my quest for

For the Love of Reading

RANDI WEINGARTEN, AFT President

apply it to our own teaching and learning.
Let me tell you what the report does
and doesn’t do. It doesn’t get us back into
the reading wars, and it doesn’t advocate
for what we have found so disrespectful:
scripted curricula or “teacher proof”
programs. It does detail the expert-level
knowledge of language necessary to teach

countless hours searching online to
supplement the inadequate materials and
training they have been given. So much of
what sounds persuasive on paper just
doesn’t work well in the classroom—or
works well only for students who most
easily master the art and science of
reading. This report tries to fill that void.

justice and the fight against
discrimination—books like
Anne Frank’s The Diary of a
Young Girl and Harper Lee’s To
Kill a Mockingbird. And I will
always be mesmerized by Emma
Lazarus’ iconic poem, “The New
Colossus” with such lyrical

The science of reading is inextricably linked to the love
of reading. To teach and inspire the next generation,
we simply can’t have one without the other.

language as “The wretched
refuse of your teeming shore.... Ilift my
lamp beside the golden door!”

Even as much of my time, before and
during the pandemic, is devoted to
fighting for our members, our students,
and our communities, I try to make time
for reading. Whether it’s for work or for
pleasure, I read to stay informed, to spark
new ideas, to renew my spirit, and to better
understand others’ perspectives. I can’t
imagine my life without the written
word—and I'm grateful to the teachers,
including my mother, who gave me the gift
of reading when I was young.

Reading is not simply a desire; itis a
fundamental skill necessary for virtually
everything we do. And we need to ensure
all of us, particularly our children, learn to
read and read to learn so they too can do
everything. That’s why the AFT is pleased
to update and republish Teaching Reading
Is Rocket Science, 2020: What Expert
Teachers of Reading Should Know and Be
Able to Do. This report, written by Louisa
C. Moats (a teacher, psychologist,
researcher, and professor who has been at
the forefront of science-based reading
instruction for five decades) translates the
latest reading research into accessible
language so that those of us who are not
steeped in the pedagogy of reading can

reading, and it does support teachers in
building that knowledge.

In disseminating effective practices
grounded in research, everyone has arole
to play. From teacher-preparation
programs to school systems, from state
officials to curriculum developers, we
must move quickly to revamp the guid-
ance and resources provided to educators.
But I'm betting on our nation’s teachers.
This pandemic has shown everyone what
any of us who have spent five minutes with
teachers know: as a profession we have the
drive and the passion to do the hard work
of understanding and using the science of
reading. And it is hard work, much harder
than it should be since so few of the
education publishers and professional
development providers have cast aside
their profitable-but-outdated materials
and programs to create new resources that
reflect the latest research.

The current state of reading research
understands the importance of teacher
professionalism and autonomy. Embrac-
ing the science is, fundamentally, about
giving teachers the freedom to teach.
Teachers’ hearts break when students
struggle to decipher words on a page and
explain what they mean. Desperate to
support those students, teachers spend

Moats, who has dedicated her career to
struggling readers, wrote the first version
of Teaching ReadingIs Rocket Science,
which the AFT published, in 1999. In it,
she explained how children learn to read,
the essential components of reading
instruction, what causes reading difficul-
ties and how to prevent or reduce them. In
this new edition, she adds depth to the
science and provides clarity on the
challenge before us: taking action.

Teaching reading really is rocket
science. Academic English is complex.
Given this complexity, children need
carefully planned instruction to become
fluent readers, spellers, and writers. And,
because of the enormous inequities in
our society, providing each child an
equitable opportunity to revel in an
abundance of books in which they both
see themselves and are introduced to the
world is no small task.

Still, there is joy in this work—whether
reading aloud stories and poems that
delight young and old, or introducing the
wonder of new words and ideas to
children. Ultimately, the science of
reading is inextricably linked to the love of
reading. To teach and inspire the next
generation, we simply can’t have one
without the other.
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Teaching Reading Is Rocket Science

What Expert Teachers of Reading Should Know and Be Able to Do

By Louisa C. MOATS

The science of reading indicates that literacy instruction must be explicit and
systematic, developing everything from decoding skills to content knowledge.
Yet critical factors, including teacher preparation and literacy curricula, are
often not aligned with this science. To ensure that more children become strong
readers, many systems, policies, and supports need to be revamped now.

The Reading League

Prioritizing Educator Knowledge
through Grassroots Activism
By MARIA MURRAY

A former college professor reflects
on the challenges thatled her to
found an organization to promote
effective reading instruction.

22
Limiting Children to Books
They Can Already Read

Why It Reduces Their
Opportunity to Learn
By TIMOTHY SHANAHAN

Although matching students with
books at their “just right” level is a
widespread practice, it often
doesn’t maximize student learning.
A more effective approach is
supporting students as they read a
variety of texts, including those
they find challenging.
28

Building Knowledge

What an Elementary School
Curriculum Should Do
By NATALIE WEXLER
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Whether listening to a read-aloud
or grappling with a complex text,
students’ knowledge and vocabu-
lary impact their comprehension.
Young children can learn about
words and the world by engaging
with a series of texts on selected
topics over time.

Bilingualism and
Biliteracy for All

Celebrating Our
Linguistic Strengths
By CHAN LU

Speaking more than one language
has many benefits for individuals’
cognitive development and for our
nation’s democracy and economy.
But too often, when a student
speaks a language other than
English at home, that asset is not
appreciated as it deserves to be.

On the Road to Literacy with
American Educator

Highlights from the Archive to
Support Research-Based Reading
Instruction

31 Heroes and Helpers Fighting COVID-19

We Are All in This Together
By RANDI WEINGARTEN

This special package highlights AFT members’
extraordinary efforts to support their students,
patients, families, and communities and also
offers a wide range of social-emotional,
academic, and financial resources.

Download this issue for free at www.aft.org/ae.
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By Educators, For Educators

Teaching Students to Read

As Louisa C. Moats writes in this issue’s
cover article, “the most fundamental
responsibility of schools is teaching students
to read.” Fortunately, there is now a strong
research base to guide literacy instruction—
but relatively few teacher preparation
programs, curricula, or other resources
intended to support teachers currently build
on that research. Today, about 20 percent of
elementary school students across the
country struggle with learning to read, and
another 20 percent are not meeting
grade-level expectations in reading. But
these nationwide averages mask a tragedy:
among students growing up in underre-
sourced communities—mainly African
American and Hispanic students and
students whose home language is not
English—about 60 to 70 percent have weak
reading skills. This issue can largely be
addressed now and avoided in the future.
The current science of reading is complex,
requiring high-quality materials and
focused instruction over several years. But
results are heartening, with all but about 5
percent of children learning to read well.

In summarizing that science, Moats
presents a conceptual model known as the
Simple View of Reading, which “states that
reading comprehension is the product of
word recognition and language compre-
hension. Without strong skills in either
domain, an individual’s reading comprehen-
sion will be compromised.” Share My Lesson
has resources to help.

Here, we highlight materials created by
the Florida Center for Reading Research, an
interdisciplinary research center at Florida
State University that has nearly 40 resources
available through Share My Lesson.

Word Recognition

To develop word recognition, phonologi-
cal awareness is essential. One resource
from the Center suggests using a picture
slide so students can segment and blend
phonemes (speech sounds) in words.
Another activity engages children in
practicing phoneme segmenting and
blending; it uses Elkonin Box picture
cards—as children say what they see in the
picture, e.g. fish, they place a token in a
box for each phoneme they hear.

Playing with language is also fun with the
Center’s “Treasure Chest"” game, in which
students take turns segmenting words into
phonemes and blending them to use as clues.
Another enjoyable activity is “Brown Bag It”

in which children match initial phonemes to
graphemes (letters and letter combinations
that represent phonemes/sounds) by sorting
pictures based on initial sounds into 26 paper
bags labeled with each letter of the alphabet.

Language Comprehension

While learning to sound out words is
essential, comprehension relies on much
more—like academic knowledge, vocabu-
lary, and familiarity with complex sentence
structures. The Center offers several
resources to support students in strengthen-
ing language comprehension.

For example, in the “Classifying Info”
activity students write words or phrases in a
graphic organizer that describe and/or relate
to a category of a topic based on an exposi-
tory text. One graphic organizer the Center
recommends to help students monitor their
understanding is a K-W-L chart. In three
separate columns, students keep track of
what they already know about a text (K),
what they would like to learn (W), and what
they learned after reading the text (L).

y L

Recommended Resources

Another activity the Center suggests is
a “Classic Classifying” graphic organizer,
in which students write at least four
words or phrases that describe and/or
relate to a category of a topic. For
instance, if the text is about a lion,
students could create categories such as
"food,” “home,” "appearance,” and
"behavior,” and thus keep track of what
they learn. Finally, “Expository Explora-
tion,” is another of the Center’s activities
in which students create a graphic
organizer to help them examine and
identify a text’s main idea and details.

Teaching students to read so they
become lifelong learners—and experience
the joy of reading—is of the utmost
importance. To see the thousands of other
literacy supports Share My Lesson offers,
visit our entire collection of lesson plans,
resources, and activities. If you have
additional ideas or requests, please reach
out to us at content@sharemylesson.com.

—THE SHARE MY LESSON TEAM

-

l

The Florida Center for
Reading Research
http://go.aft.org/ae220sml1

Picture Slide—Phoneme
Segmenting and Blending
http://go.aft.org/ae220sml2

Phoneme Split and
Say Activity
http://go.aft.org/ae220sml3

Treasure Chest—Phoneme
Segmenting and Blending
http://go.aft.org/ae220sml4

Brown Bag It—Letter-Sound
Correspondence
http://go.aft.org/ae220sml5

Classifying Info—Monitor-
ing for Understanding
http://go.aft.org/ae220sml6

K-W-L Chart—Monitoring
for Understanding
http://go.aft.org/ae220sml|7

Classic Classifying—
Expository Text Structure
http://go.aft.org/ae220sm|8

Expository Exploration—
Expository Text Structure
http://go.aft.org/ae220sm|9
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Teaching Reading Is

Rocket Science

What Expert Teachers of Reading Should Know and Be Able to Do

By Louisa C. MOATS

he most fundamental responsibility of schools is teaching
students to read. Because reading affects all other aca-
demic achievement and is associated with social, emo-
tional, economic, and physical health, it has been the most
researched aspect of human cognition. By the year 2000, after
decades of multidisciplinary research, the scientific community
had achieved broad consensus regarding these questions: How
do children learn to read? What causes reading difficulties? What
are the essential components of effective reading instruction and
why is each important? How can we prevent or reduce reading
difficulties? Two decades later, hundreds of additional studies

Louisa C. Moats has been a teacher, psychologist, researcher, graduate
school faculty member, and author of many influential scientific journal
articles, books, and policy papers on the topics of reading, spelling, lan-
guage, and teacher preparation. After 15 years as a licensed psychologist
specializing in evaluation and consultation with individuals who experi-
enced reading, writing, and language difficulties, she served as a site direc-
tor of the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development’s
Early Interventions Project and research advisor and consultant with
Sopris Learning.

have refined and consolidated what we know about bolstering
reading achievement, especially for students at risk.

Scientists use increasingly sophisticated technology that can
picture the brain’s activation patterns or measure split-second
reactions to speech or print. New statistical methods can docu-
ment the complicated interactions of many factors as students
develop reading skills. Fine-grained analyses illuminate the
nature of individual differences and individual responses to
instruction. These advanced investigative techniques have con-
firmed and extended the bedrock findings about reading and
effective teaching of reading that were known 20 years ago. Evi-
dence to guide our practices is stronger than it has ever been.

Unfortunately, much of this research is not yet included in
teacher preparation programs, widely used curricula, or profes-
sional development, so it should come as no surprise that typical
classroom practices often deviate substantially from what is rec-
ommended by our most credible sources. As a result, reading
achievementis not as strong as it should be for most students, and
the consequences are particularly dire for students from the least
advantaged families and communities.

This we know: reading failure can be prevented in all but a
small percentage of children with serious learning disorders. It

4 AMERICAN EDUCATOR | SUMMER 2020



Policies and systems currently impacting how reading is taught
need to improve—dramatically and rapidly.

is possible to teach most stu-
dents how to read if we start
early and follow the significant
body of research showing which
practices are most effective. Stu-
dents living in poverty, students
of color, and students who are
eligible for remedial services
can become competent read-
ers—atany age. Persistent “gaps”
between more advantaged and
less advantaged students can be narrowed and even closed.
Fundamentally, these gaps are the result of differences in stu-
dents’ opportunities to learn—not their learning abilities.

Although educators have long understood the importance of
literacy, teaching children to read is very complex. Far too many
children have trouble reading and writing. About 20 percent of
elementary school students nationwide have serious problems
learning to read; at least another 20 percent are at risk for not
meeting grade-level expectations.! For children growing up in
underresourced communities and attending underresourced
schools, the incidence of reading failure is astronomical and com-
pletely unacceptable. Students who are African American, His-
panic, learning English, and/or from impoverished homes fall
behind and stay behind in far greater proportion than students
who are white and middle class. The rate of weak reading skills in
these groups is 60-70 percent, according to the National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress.?

The tragedy here is that most reading failure is unnecessary.
We now know that classroom teaching itself, when it includes a
range of research-based components and practices, can prevent
and mitigate reading difficulty. Although home factors do influ-
ence how well and how soon students read, informed classroom
instruction that targets specific language, cognitive, and reading
skills beginning in kindergarten enhances success for all but a
very small percentage of students with learning disabilities or
severe dyslexia. Researchers now estimate that 95 percent of all
children can be taught to read by the end of first grade, with
future achievement constrained* only by students’ reasoning
and listening comprehension abilities.?

While parents, tutors, and the community can contribute to
reading success, classroom instruction is the critical factor in
preventing reading problems and must be the primary focus for
change.* To be clear: although the day-to-day work is teachers’
responsibility, students’ reading success is our shared responsibil-
ity. From preparation programs to standards and assessments to
curricula and professional development, the policies and systems

*It is important to note that students’ reasoning and comprehension abilities can also
be enhanced through informed instruction. As students’ subject-matter knowledge
and vocabulary grow, so will their capacity to think critically.

currently impacting how reading is taught need to improve—dra-
matically and rapidly. Teaching reading is rocket science. Butitis
also established science, with clear, specific, practical instruc-
tional strategies that all teachers should be taught and supported
in using.

Research-Validated Ideas for Instruction

A well-validated concept that should underpin the design of
instruction is called the Simple View of Reading.’ It states that
reading comprehension is the product of word recognition and
language comprehension. Without strong skills in either domain,
an individual’s reading comprehension will be compromised.
Areader’s recognition of printed words must be accurate and
automatic to support comprehension. The development of auto-
matic word recognition depends on intact, proficient phoneme
awareness, knowledge of sound-symbol (phoneme-grapheme)
correspondences, recognition of print patterns such as recurring
letter sequences and syllable spellings, and recognition of mean-
ingful parts of words (morphemes).® Young readers progress by
gradually learning each of these ways that our print system
represents language, and then applying what they know during
ample practice with both oral and silent reading. If reading skill
is developing successfully, word recognition gradually becomes

This article is an excerpt of Teaching Reading Is Rocket
Science, 2020: What Expert Teachers of Reading Should
Know and Be Able to Do, which emerged from a collabora-
tion between the American Federation of Teachers and the
Center for Development and Learning.

In this report, Louisa C. Moats calls for teacher prepara-
tion and professional development to be more rigorous and
better aligned with decades of reading science. She describes
the knowledge that undergirds successful instruction and
concludes with recommendations for the professional
preparation of all teachers of
reading. It is our nation’s %
dedicated teachers and their
excellent teaching that will t
bring the rocket science that
is research-based reading 4
instruction to classrooms
across the country and will
unlock the power and joy of
reading for our children.

Teachers, administrators,
professors, and district and
state leaders are encouraged
to read the full report by
visiting www.aft.org/sites/
default/files/Moats.pdf.

“Teaching Reading
Is Rocket Science
2020

What Expert
Teachers of

® Reading Should % .4
Know and Be .
Able to Do
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Persistent "gaps” between more advantaged and less advantaged
students are the result of differences in students’ opportunities to learn.

so fast that it seems as if we are reading “by sight.” The path to
that end, however, requires knowing how print represents
sounds, syllables, and meaningful word parts; for most students,
developing that body of knowledge requires explicit instruction
and practice over several grades.” While some students seem to
figure out how the print system works through incidental expo-
sure, most do not.

Language comprehension, the other essential domain that
underlies reading comprehension, depends on background
knowledge, vocabulary, ability to decipher formal and complex
sentence patterns, and recognition of the devices that hold a text
together.® Furthermore, language comprehension is facilitated
by metacognitive skills such as monitoring whether reading is
making sense and choosing to act if it does not. The language
comprehension factor in overall reading achievement becomes
more and more important from about fourth grade onward.’
From preschool through high school, students gain vital expo-
sure to a variety of text forms, language patterns, background
knowledge, and vocabulary both by listening to text read aloud
and by reading itself.

The implications of the Simple View of Reading should be self-
evident: reading and language arts instruction must include
deliberate, systematic, and explicit teaching of word recognition
and must develop students’ subject-matter knowledge, vocabu-
lary, sentence comprehension, and familiarity with the language
in written texts. Each of these larger skill domains depends on the
integrity of its subskills.

Learning to read is a complex achievement, and learning to
teach reading requires extensive knowledge and skills across the
components of word recognition, language comprehension,
spelling, and writing. Consider what the classroom demands of

6 AMERICAN EDUCATOR | SUMMER 2020

the teacher. Children’s interest in reading must be stimulated
through regular exposure to interesting books and through discus-
sions in which students respond to many kinds of texts. For best
results, the teacher must instruct the majority of students directly,
systematically, and explicitly to decipher words in print, all the
while keeping in mind the ultimate purpose of reading, which is
tolearn, enjoy, and understand. To accommodate children’s vari-
ability, the teacher must assess children and tailor lessons to
individuals or groups. This includes interpreting errors, giving
corrective feedback, selecting examples to illustrate concepts,
explaining new ideas in several ways, and connecting word rec-
ognition instruction to meaningful reading and writing.

Some children learn language concepts and their application
very easily in spite of incidental teaching, but others never learn
unless they are taught in an organized, systematic, efficient way
by a knowledgeable teacher using a well-designed instructional
approach. Children of average ability might learn enough about
reading to get by if their instruction is haphazard; with systematic
research-based instruction, those students could achieve much
more, such as the appreciation for language structure that sup-
ports learning words from context, perceiving subtle differences
in meaning, or refining language use.

Toward a Curriculum on the Science of Reading

A core curriculum on effective literacy instruction for pre-service
and in-service teacher education would, of course, be supple-
mented and honed over time, but its goal is to bring continuity,
consistency, quality, and comprehensiveness to the many dif-
ferent programs, organizations, and systems through which
aspiring and current teachers receive information about how to
teach reading. Given the current science of reading, this core
should be divided roughly into the following four areas:

1. Knowing the basics of reading psychology and development;

2. Understanding language structure for both word recognition
and language comprehension;

3. Applying best practices in all components of reading instruc-
tion; and

4. Usingvalidated, reliable, efficient assessments to inform class-
room teaching.

This excerpt offers an introduction to the first two areas. For a
detailed discussion of all four areas, please see the full report:
www.aft.org/sites/default/files/Moats.pdf.

1. Reading Psychology and Development

Learning to read is not natural or easy for most children. Unlike
spoken language, which is learned with almost any kind of con-
textual exposure, reading is an acquired skill. Although surround-
ing children with books will support reading development, and a
“literature-rich environment” is highly desirable, it is not suffi-
cient for learning to read. Neither will exposure to print ordinarily



A reader’s recognition of printed words must be accurate and
automatic to support comprehension.

be sufficient for learning to spell, unless organized practice is
provided. Thus, teachers must be reflective, knowledgeable, and
intentional about the content they are teaching—that is, the sym-
bol system (orthography) itself and its relationship to meaning.

Good readers do not skim and sample the text when they scan
aline in a book. They process the letters of each word in detail,
although they do so very rapidly and unconsciously. Those who
comprehend well accomplish letter-wise text scanning with rela-
tive ease and fluency. When word identification is fast and accu-
rate, areader has ample mental energy to think over the meaning
of the text. Knowledge of sound-symbol mapping is crucial in
developing word recognition: the ability to sound out and recog-
nize words accounts for about 80 percent of the variance in first-
grade reading comprehension and continues to be a major (albeit
diminishing) factor in text comprehension as students progress
through the grades (and students’ background knowledge and
vocabulary become ever-larger factors in comprehending aca-
demic texts)."

The ability to sound out words is, in fact, a major underpinning
that allows rapid recognition of words. (This recognition is so fast
that some people mistakenly believe it is happening “by sight.”)
Before children can easily sound out or decode words, they must
have at least an implicit awareness of the speech sounds that are
represented by symbolic units (letters and their combinations).
Children who learn to read well are sensitive to linguistic struc-
ture, recognize redundant patterns, and connect letter patterns
with sounds, syllables, and meaningful word parts quickly, accu-
rately, and unconsciously. Effective teaching of reading entails
these concepts, presenting them in a sequence from simple and
consistent to complex and variable.

The word-recognition component of reading is most closely
dependent on the phonological aspect of language processing."
Phonological language skills include awareness of bits of speech
or linguistic elements within words: consonant and vowel pho-
nemes, spoken syllables, grammatical endings, and meaningful
word parts (morphemes). Awareness of these linguistic elements
in spoken language is essential for making sense of print because
our alphabetic writing system represents language at all these
levels. When students cannot rapidly associate the sounds, syl-
lables, and/or morphemes in spoken words with printed symbols,
they will not be able to store words in their mental dictionaries.
Conversely, anew word that is decoded accurately through pho-
nological analysis can be pronounced and remembered, even if
its meaning is not yet known.

Beginning reading instruction of necessity will focus on
teaching students how to read and write words, following a sys-
tematic and logical sequence. When appropriate, the emphasis
will shift to increasing reading volume. Combining research on
reading, cognitive science related to the role of knowledge in
thinking, and practice-based
wisdom, it appears that oppor-
tunities for wide reading are
best provided within a knowl-
edge-building curriculum in
which text readings are linked
by a theme or topic.'® Ironically,
while background knowledge
can be gained from reading, itis
also true that those who already
know more about a topic make

Using the Science of Reading to Shed Light on Myths and Misconceptions

Teachers are often not in a position to

make decisions regarding school district .
reading curricula and/or reading texts.
Nevertheless, teachers who understand

the foundations of reading psychology 3
and development will be better prepared

to argue against the adoption of

irresponsible fads and countermand the .
proliferation of appealing but unsup-

ported ideas. Examples of enduring myths e
and misconceptions that are embedded in
popular programs, articles, and text-

books™ include: .

harmful;

syntax; and

e reading instruction is only needed
until third grade;
e competent teachers do not use

published reading programs;
avoiding published reading programs
empowers teachers and enhances the
professional status of teaching;
teaching phonics, word attack, and
spelling skills directly to children is

reading a lot is the best way to
overcome a reading problem;
children should be taught to guess
words on the basis of meaning and

skills must always be taught in the
context of literature.

With no accountability system to
check their dissemination, unsupported

ideas such as these fill the void left by
weak pre-service and in-service programs.
Perhaps the dubious quality of past
educational research has justified the
prevalent cynicism among educators,
who are often told that research exists to
support any point of view. However,
reading is actually one of the most
studied aspects of human behavior, and a
large body of work based on sound
principles of objective inquiry exists that
could be informing the field. Converging
findings from multiple studies, like those
summarized in this article, should drive
the profession.

-L.C. M.
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Learning to teach reading requires extensive knowledge and skills of
word recognition, language comprehension, spelling, and writing.

better inferences and retain meanings better than those who
know little about it. Therefore, reading practice should be linked
to or embedded within the study of subjects including science,
history, literature, and the arts. Interpretive strategies that facili-
tate comprehension—including summarizing, questioning,
predicting outcomes, and monitoring one’s own understand-
ing—are best used in the service of learning defined curricular

content.'* Moreover, writing in response to reading is one of the
best ways to enhance reading comprehension.”

2. Language Structure

Expert teaching of reading requires knowledge of language
structure at all levels.'® Without such knowledge, teachers are
not able to respond insightfully to student errors, choose exam-

Examples of Knowledge of Language Structure and Their Application to Teaching

Selected Concepts and Skills by Domain

Ideas for Application to Instruction

1. Phonetics and Phonology
Understand that speech sounds are not letters, and letters do not make sounds—
they represent them.

Know that consonant and vowel phonemes can be grouped into classes
with similar properties (e.g., stops, nasals, etc.).

Instead of asking “What sound does each letter make?,” use accurate
language and focus on a specific sound, asking, “What letter(s) represent
ler/ in first?"

Help children focus on sounds by saying things like, “/m/, /n/, and /ng/ are
the three ‘nosey’ sounds in English; hold your nose to feel how these
sounds go through the nose.”

2. Phoneme Awareness
Produce speech sounds accurately during reading, vocabulary, and spelling
instruction.

Identify, match, and select appropriate examples of words containing
specific phonemes.

Say /t/ crisply, not tuh.

In teaching awareness of the phoneme /sh/, use words including shoe, chef, and
sugar. (Listen for the sound; don’t confuse the task with spelling or phonics.)

3. Morphology
Identify morphemes (the smallest meaningful units of language) and
distinguish them from syllables.

Recognize that spellings of morphemes are often stable even when
pronunciation varies in words with a common root; as a result, spelling can
be a clue to meaning.

The word interchangeable has five syllables and three morphemes: inter,
change, able.

Express, expression; legal, legislate; inspire, inspiration; nature, natural.

4. Orthography
Understand that letters and letter combinations (graphemes) represent
sounds but are not the same as sounds.

Use a comprehensive scope and sequence that includes instruction in
digraphs, blends, silent letter combinations, vowel teams, diphthongs, and
the six common syllable types.

The phoneme /f/ is represented by f, ff (stuff), gh (tough), and ph (phone).

Explicit instruction in the written code should extend at least through
grade 3 when syllables and morphemes in longer words are tackled.

5. Semantics
Teach word meanings in relation to other word meanings.

Adopt a routine for teaching unfamiliar word meanings to students.

Include antonyms, synonyms, associations, analogies, and categorical
relationships on vocabulary tasks.

Provide a student-friendly definition, many examples, and opportunities
for students to say and use new words.

6. Syntax and Text Structure

Appreciate that texts have structures that can be represented with graphic
organizers (e.g., narrative and informational texts organized as compare/
contrast, argumentation, description, cause/effect, etc.).

Identify cohesive devices such as pronoun references, connecting words,
word substitutions, parallel sentence structure, and paragraph organization.

Identify and illustrate for students the purpose of a given text and its
logical structure.

Help students identify how a text hangs together and how to follow the
connections among ideas as meaning is constructed.
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Reading practice should be linked to or embedded within the study of
subjects including science, history, literature, and the arts.

ples for concepts, explain and contrast words and their parts, or
judge what focus is needed in a lesson. The table on page 8 pro-
vides examples of key concepts of language structure and how
they apply to instruction.

xperts agree that children who initially are at risk for fail-

ure are saved, in most cases, by instruction that directly

teaches the specific foundational language skills on

which proficient reading depends.'” Effective teachers of
reading raise awareness and proficiency through every layer of
language organization, including sounds, syllables, meaningful
parts (morphemes), phrases, sentences, paragraphs, and various
genres of text. Their teaching strategies are explicit, systematic,
and engaging.® They also balance language skill instruction with
its application to purposeful daily writing and reading, no matter
what the skill level of the learner. Middle- and upper-grade chil-
dren who are weak readers can be brought up to grade level with
appropriate instruction (although the time, effort, and emo-
tional strain for children and teachers involved is considerably
greater than that required to teach younger children, so offering
research-based instruction in the early grades must remain a
top priority).

A rich and meaningful curriculum, in which students are
exposed to a variety of texts as they learn concepts in science, litera-
ture, social studies, history, the arts, and culture, should provide
the context for developing reading and writing skills. Comprehen-
sion strategies should not be taught in isolation but used as neces-
sary to enhance understanding of text assigned for contentlearning.
Useful comprehension strategies to embed in content reading
include prediction of outcomes, summarizing, clarification, ques-
tioning, and visualization; these can be modeled explicitly by the

teacher and practiced overtly if students are not comprehending
well or if they approach reading comprehension passively. Vocabu-
lary is best taught with a variety of complementary methods, both
direct and incidental, designed to explore the relationships among
words and the relationships among word structure, origin, and
meaning. Of course, children also benefit from access to full librar-
ies and incentives to read independently.

The fact that teachers need better preparation, professional
development, and resources to carry out deliberate instruction in
reading, spelling, and writing should prompt action rather than
criticism. It should highlight the chronic gap between what teachers
need and what they have been given. Just about all children can be
taughttoread and deserve no less from their teachers. Teachers, in
turn, deserve no less than the knowledge, skills, and supported
practice that will enable their teaching to succeed. There is no more
important challenge for education to undertake. ]
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The Reading League

Prioritizing Educator Knowledge through Grassroots Activism

By MARIA MURRAY

or 10 years, I was a college professor dutifully checking all

the required boxes for both tenure and promotion. I taught

classes onreading assessment and intervention, published

articles, and gave presentations at conferences and in
schools. Iwas determined that my work might play a part in mov-
ing the needle on promoting the science of reading.

The science of reading is a body of empirical research derived
from multiple disciplines—cognitive psychology, neuroscience,
linguistics, and education. Taken together, the findings from thou-
sands of research studies over the last 40 years have reached a
consensus on how the brain learns to read and write, and why
some students struggle. The science of reading provides knowl-
edge about the most effective ways to assess and teach reading so
we can prevent most reading difficulties, and remediate them
when they occur. The science of reading informs instructional
approaches that best advantage alllearners in all areas of reading

Maria Murray is the CEO and president of The Reading League. She worked
on multiple federally funded reading research studies and also taught
undergraduate and graduate courses in literacy for more than 15 years.
She is passionate about preventing and remediating reading difficulties,
and has 24 years of experience working with educators to increase their
knowledge of research and practice.

(phonological awareness,! phonics,? vocabulary,® spelling,*and
language comprehension®). (For more on each of these areas, see
the articles on pages 4, 13, 18, and 22.) Contrary to commonly held
beliefs, it is not just about phonics.

I knew this reading research well because I had learned its
principles during my master’s and doctoral work under the tute-
lage of my advisor and mentor, Benita Blachman, who was at the
forefront of researching phonological awareness, as well as how
to prevent and remediate reading difficulties. I was also fortunate
to coordinate some of the National Institute of Child Health and
Human Development reading intervention studies Blachman
conducted.’ During this time, I came to know some of the world’s
finest reading research scientists, and I learned how the scientific
process of investigating reading works.

Challenges Implementing the Reading Research

Perhaps the most valuable part of coordinating those studies was
training the teachers participating in the research on how to
deliver the instructional approaches we were studying. I met
educators who were so dedicated and successful in teaching their
students to read that it made a significant impression on me. I saw
that it could be done—not just by researchers—but by teachers
in classrooms.

The students in our studies often came from disadvantaged
and underserved populations. The schools did not have a lot of
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Our root system is deep and grounded in our mission to support
educators in developing their understanding of the science of reading.

money. Yet, the students who received the interventions learned
toread athigher rates because their teachers had access to knowl-
edge about how to most effectively teach them. We conducted a
follow-up study more than a decade later and saw that data related
to educational outcomes, such as high school completion, favored
those who had received the interventions.”

District leaders did not receive the same knowledge that the
teachers had acquired. The decision makers in the districts where
we did this research chose to have teachers discontinue the more
effective approaches and return to business as usual after the
studies ended (a very common problem in the research commu-
nity). It was devastating to hear that the teachers who had been
so excited about their learning were mandated to use approaches
that were popular, expensive, and far less effective. What had
worked was gone.

It did not take long before I felt that so much of my teaching,
publishing, and presenting was akin to sweeping the ocean with
a broom. A 15-week semester to cover the many aspects of the
science of reading is not enough time to present the material with
the depth needed to make it stick. Teacher preparation programs
typically offer only two to three classes in how to teach literacy.?
In some instances, my students attended other classes in which
the content contradicted what I was teaching. My students were
being hired in schools that did not practice what I had taught
them. As novice, untenured teachers, even the graduates who did
retain what they had learned about the science of reading were
powerless and afraid to apply their knowledge, lest they disrupt
the status quo and be seen as troublemakers.

Ireceived numerous emails from previous students once they
began teaching. Their inquiries confirmed that even if knowledge
of the science of reading is taught in university classes, it will likely
melt away if the schools in which graduates are hired do not
embrace it. Here is just one example from one of my graduates
who had been hired to teach fourth grade:

I'm wondering if you could assist me with phonics admin-
istration with my students? I have a handful of students
who are having trouble with letter sounds and blending
words together with letter sounds and was wondering if
you had any suggestions on what to do or how I can help
them. I also wondered if you knew any websites that might
have worksheets on comprehension to have students work
with as well?

Fourth-graders who had difficulty blending sounds together
to read words could not be helped by me emailing a few sugges-
tions. This novice teacher had forgotten (understandably) what
she had learned in my class and was not receiving professional
development derived from the science of reading from her dis-
trict. The desperation to ask for comprehension websites and
worksheets was disheartening. It became crystal clear that my
students would rarely use what I taught them, either because they

did not retain the content or because school conditions would not
be able to support them in applying it.

Ivery seriously considered abandoning education altogether.
It felt ethically wrong to continue taking partin a system that was
part of the problem. It felt morally irresponsible to ignore the real-
ity that there are children and adults in this world burdened by
low literacy for one unacceptable reason—they had not been
properly taught. There seemed no way for me to reconcile working
in the world of education with not being able to make use of my
knowledge that scientists had discovered some pretty impressive
solutions that had worked in hundreds of studies.’

Starting a Movement

In 2015, after speaking with a friend in a similar situation, I had
an epiphany. During my career, I had come to know dozens of
people who were experiencing similar frustration. Why were we
all functioning in isolation? On a whim, I reached out for people
tojoin me with along-winded Facebook post on October 13, 2015.
Here is a shortened version:

The evidence of what works for those who have difficulty
learning to read has been around for decades. For a multitude
ofreasons, it is misconstrued or ignored or unknown. Special
education and remedial reading efforts have not been effec-
tive in closing the gap. So many stakeholders can come
together to build awareness and disseminate knowledge.
Power in numbers: parents, teachers, administrators, school
psychologists, researchers, professors, members of similar
organizations, and more. I know a lot of you. Would you join?
Truth be told—we owe this to the children who grow weary
of frustration and discouragement. We really do. I propose
monthly meetings for a few hours with a particular stake-
holder providing voice at each one, plus some joining of
minds and efforts to get the knowledge out there. Are youin?

It was time to harness the energy of many like-minded people
who had long been living the experiences of trying to combat low
literacy rates in our country and beyond. It turns out that this is
the recipe for creating a successful social movement.'

And so, The Reading League was born. Its first official meeting
was a gathering of eight people at a local restaurant. Our original
intent was to band together the
time, talents, expertise, and sheer
will of many dedicated and
diverse individuals to support
Central New York educators in
building their knowledge of the
science of reading. We imagined
we would rent a community
bingo hall once in a while and
maybe 40 or 50 teachers would
come. We planned to take turns
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Our branches are wide-reaching because educators are committed to
the lifelong learning necessary to ensure that their students reap the

benefits of a literate life.
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and provide educators with free professional development that was
peer reviewed and of the highest possible quality. We created a
survey to learn what topics they wanted us to focus on (turns out
there were almost 30, including fluency, morphology, and assess-
ment, to name a few). Perhaps we could give the science of reading
some traction in our region’s districts by regularly attracting educa-
tors who wanted to learn more about how to leverage the evidence
base and improve their students’ reading achievement.

For our first live event, 130 educators braved a Syracuse snow-
storm in the dark to attend—far exceeding our expectations.
Within a year, each event filled to capacity within a few hours of
being advertised. Waiting lists began to exceed 200 names, and
people drove for hours to attend. Since then, thousands of people
from diverse professional backgrounds, including parents, have
enthusiastically supported The Reading League’s mission.

The purpose of this nonprofit organization is to increase the
awareness, understanding, and use of evidence-aligned reading
instruction. We are classroom teachers, professors, researchers,
administrators, school psychologists, speech and language
pathologists, professional development experts, parents, dyslexia
advocates, linguists, and more. We know that the current, most
popular instructional approaches to reading have not raised read-
ing proficiency rates for decades, and that far too many educators
have been sidelined from learning about the most effective
approaches that are grounded in the science of reading.

Teachers, who comprise a majority of The Reading League’s
core membership of 15,000 to date (with members from several
countries around the world), frequently report that they are
stunned that they had been practitioners of education without
ever encountering the science of reading. They can become over-
whelmed when they realize what they have to unlearn and relearn.

12 AMERICAN EDUCATOR | SUMMER 2020

They are always elated to find important answers to questions they
have been asking for years. They often feel guilty thinking that they
could have taught their prior students to read better. We tell them
that any guilt they feel is not theirs to own. We all must move on
and exemplify lifelong learning—within a community network
that is safe, respected, and impactful. As a social movement
builds, the power is in its champions, and these educators have
become just that.

What specifically does The Reading League do? It builds the
understanding of evidence-aligned reading instruction and its
application with a variety of supports for educators as they build
their knowledge and professional networks around the science of
reading. The Reading League offers:

¢ Professional development partnerships with schools.

o The Reading League Journal, edited by Louisa C. Moats (whose
article begins on page 4 of this issue), with subscriber-exclusive
benefits.

¢ An annual conference.

o Live events five times per year at our headquarters in Syracuse,
New York, with the option to attend in person or virtually.

e Courses at our headquarters.

¢ Speaking engagements at conferences and professional learn-
ing events.

e 100-plus hours of free professional development content on
our YouTube channel.

¢ A knowledge-based resource page on our website, www.the
readingleague.org.

o Bustling social media accounts.

o State chapters of The Reading League.

o Partner alliances with similar organizations.

he Reading League began as my seed of hope. It was nur-

tured by the tireless work and passion of family, friends,

and colleagues. Our root system has become deep, strong,

and firmly grounded in our mission to support educators
in developing their awareness, understanding, and use of the sci-
ence of reading.

Our branches are wide-reaching and fruitful because educa-
tors are committed to the lifelong learning necessary to ensure
that their students achieve their potential and reap all the benefits
of aliterate life. The branches have served to create a vast network
of members and allies who understand that when two-thirds of a
nation’s students are not reading proficiently,'! providing the best
instruction for all of them is a matter of social justice. We invite
you to join us. O

Endnotes

1. A. Kjeldsen et al., “Gains from Training in Phonological Awareness in Kindergarten Predict
Reading Comprehension in Grade 9,” Scientific Studies of Reading 18, no. 6 (2014):
452-468.
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Limiting Children to Books
They Can Already Read

Why It Reduces Their Opportunity to Learn

By TIMOTHY SHANAHAN

ifty years ago, when I was becoming a teacher, reading
instruction consisted of a ubiquitous classroom practice:
placing students in instructional groups according to their
readinglevel. These groups were sometimes known by vari-
ous colors or animals. I distinctly remember the redbirds, the blue-
birds, and the buzzards among the most popular appellations.
Today, although groups are now labeled with letters (Level G, Level
L, etc.) and ornithological monikers are out of fashion, assigning
students to instructional groups according to their reading levels is
still a common practice in classrooms across the country.
Arecent survey aimed at identifying the most popular current
programs used to teach reading' found that one common feature
of all the top sellers was that they organize their teaching around
leveled books. Other recent surveys show that teaching reading

Timothy Shanahan is a distinguished professor emeritus of urban educa-
tion at the University of Illinois at Chicago and the founding director of its
Center for Literacy. Previously, he was the director of reading for Chicago
Public Schools. A past president of the International Literacy Association,
hewas the chair of the National Early Literacy Panel and a member of both
the National Reading Panel and the English Language Arts Work Team for
the Common Core State Standards Initiative. He writes about education
at www.shanahanonliteracy.com.

with leveled books is on the increase and that teachers believe it
is endorsed or supported by their state educational standards,?
though, in most cases, it is not.

But how effective is such teaching? Does it work?

On the surface, those are easy questions. Leveled readers obvi-
ously work. Most American students are learning to read, atleast
at basic levels,®* and since most are being taught with leveled
books, there must be some potency in the approach.

But the real question isn’t whether children can learn from
leveled books, but whether such leveling confers any learning
advantages. Might students do even better if taught with books
they can’t already read so well? That’s the real question. In this
article, I examine the research on leveled reading approaches and
offer more effective ways that classroom teachers can ensure their
students acquire the skills and knowledge they need to not only
read a text but also comprehend it. First, I provide a brief history
lesson in how we got here.

Teaching with Gradually More Difficult Texts

The idea of testing students to place them in different levels of text
for instruction was first recommended more than 100 years ago,*
and an early survey indicated that 58 percent of primary-grade
reading instruction was already being delivered in small ability-
based groups and that 42 percent of the teachers were adjusting
text levels to facilitate learning.’ They may not have referred to
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Despite the current popularity of leveling, research evidence
has not been especially supportive of the approach.

these texts as “leveled readers,”
and no company that published
basal readers had yet coined the
term “guided reading,” but the
practices of that time were mark-
L edly similar to those of today.

!!l. During the 20th century,
research identified text features
that correlate with reading com-
prehension,® and publishers
started to control these features
to a degree previously unimag-
ined. One reading program I remember from my childhood
bragged that it never introduced more than one new word per
page, and any word that was introduced was repeated 15 times
over the following pages. That’s why those texts could be so mind-
numbingly repetitive: “Oh. Oh. Oh. Look, Jane, look.” If learning
to read meant learning words—and at least since the time of
Horace Mann that’s been an idea held by many—then the accu-
mulation of words gradually from selection to selection was how
someone would best advance in learning to read.

But such tight readability controls made beginning reading
texts so artificial that they eventually elicited an adverse reaction.
The most remarkable of these reactions was the adoption of
“whole language” policies by California in the 1980s.” These
reforms required that the texts used to teach reading not be
designed for reading instruction, and severely limited the text
revisions that could be made for pedagogical purposes. What this
meant was that for a brief period of time, even the beginning read-
ing materials got much harder,® perhaps so hard for beginning
readers that they represented a significant impediment to learn-
ing.?If the old basal readers were easier than necessary, these new
books were decidedly too hard for the beginners, and they pro-
vided teachers with little or no guidance on how to teach with texts
that the older students couldn’t read successfully on their own.
Exacerbating the effects of these harder books was that Califor-
nia’s policies simultaneously discouraged phonics and spelling—
instruction that could have helped students to better read the
challenging materials, and the term “whole language” often came
to mean “whole class” instruction in many schools.’” Perhaps the
thinking was, why group for instruction if nobody could read the
books anyway?

It was in this environment that Irene Fountas and Gay Su Pin-
nell published their landmark book in 1996, Guided Reading:
Good First Teaching for All Children. There was nothing terribly
original in their presentation, but they rediscovered and champi-
oned a set of teaching procedures that in the not-too-distant past
had been widely used to facilitate reading instruction. They rec-
ognized that texts varied in difficulty and that one could guide
student progress successfully across a gradually harder progres-
sion of books. To do this successfully, they asserted that teachers

14 AMERICAN EDUCATOR | SUMMER 2020

would need to group children, matching different books to stu-
dents based on their varied levels of reading. Their approach
offered immediate relief for those beginning reading classes
where easier books made sense, but even in the grades beyond,
the shift was welcome because of the lack of any pedagogical
support for teaching challenging books. Fountas and Pinnell’s
approach, although reminiscent of earlier popular instructional
practices, differed from them in one important regard: because
of the burgeoning availability of high-quality children’s trade
books, they could propose doing this without textbooks.

In the Fountas and Pinnell version of guided reading, teachers
assess students to determine their reading levels and then assign
them books that they can read with a high degree of accuracy and
comprehension. Over time, if retesting shows improvement, the
students are switched to more demanding books. When it doesn’t
work so well, students may languish for long periods at their current
levels. Such languishment has been enough of a problem that in
the second edition of their book, they recommend moving students
up sometimes even when the testing shows no evident improve-
ment. (This seems to me like a judicious amendment to the original
plan, but it raises the question about why these students can be
expected to learn from the harder books when it is assumed that no
one else would be able to.) Currently, this approach to reading, in
which leveled books are matched to student reading levels for read-
ing instruction, predominates in U.S. classrooms.

Determining Text Levels

There are basically two ways to determine how difficult texts may
be and to set their levels: quantitative readability measures and
qualitative judgments about texts. Although they approach the
task differently, the purpose of both is to array texts on a contin-
uum of difficulty.

The quantitative study of readability identifies text features that
may affect comprehension and then tries to array these features
in an algorithm that will allow accurate predictions of text diffi-
culty. It turns out that accurate predictions can be obtained with
only two text variables: vocabulary and sentence complexity. Such
formulas are imperfect, but reasonably accurate. They aren’t able
to make fine distinctions, and until recently, haven’t been able to
measure beginning text levels very well. Nevertheless, quantita-
tive readability algorithms are able to provide a largely reliable
and accurate scientifically derived text gradient.

Still, itis important to remember that readability was not devel-
oped to match books to students in a way that would facilitate
learning. Readability measures predict comprehension, not read-
ing progress. The idea of using these kinds of measures to establish
which books would best promote learning to read came later.

With the advent of computer technology, readability measure-
ment has improved.” The newer readability measures that have
emerged are now widely used by researchers and publishers and
were employed by the Common Core State Standards to specify



Instead of a steady diet of instructional-level texts, students
should be reading a range of texts in their classrooms.

text level aspirations for the various grade levels. Despite all this,
when teachers speak of “leveling” books, they are most likely
referring to Fountas and Pinnell levels.

Researchers provide a useful history of the development of this
qualitative leveling system.'? Basically, an early version of the
approach was developed for use with Reading Recovery," a short-
term reading intervention for first-graders who have difficulty
learning to read, and Fountas and Pinnell refined and expanded
this system to apply to texts from beginning readers through
eighth-grade texts. Texts are evaluated by judges who place them
on a multipoint continuum (from A to Z) based on 10 criteria:
genre/forms, text structure, content, themes and ideas, language
and literary features, sentence complexity, vocabulary, words,
illustrations, and book and print features.'*

No studies have evaluated the reliability of these judgments,
but a couple of small studies suggest that the Fountas and Pinnell
gradient correlates reasonably well with the better-validated
quantitative readability measurements.'®* Publishers have now
leveled tens of thousands of books using this scheme. But given
its complexity—the simultaneous qualitative evaluations of 10
factors with no explicit prioritization rules—it is unclear how
accurate these levels may be (a point Fountas and Pinnell them-
selves make'®). Clearly, this approach lacks the scientific rigor of
the quantitative approaches and may result in varied book place-
ments depending on who makes the judgments. But until more
evidence is available, let’s at least for the sake of argument accept
that these levels are sufficiently accurate to consider their use.

To sum up, there are two approaches to setting textlevels—one
based on a great deal of scientific evidence and one less well
understood. Nevertheless, existing data suggest that both can
place texts on a reasonable comprehensibility continuum, from
easy to difficult. The problem is that research does not support the
idea that either approach can identify from which texts students
will learn best. The point of leveling is both to establish a text gra-
dient and to place students in the appropriate text along that
gradient. The latter is the issue to which we now turn.

Book Levels That Promote Learning

More than 70 years ago, Emmett Betts published an influential
textbook on the teaching of reading.'” Betts claimed all readers
have three readinglevels: independent, instructional, and frustra-
tion. According to Betts, the independent level refers to texts that
readers can handle on their own without assistance. Instructional-
level texts are a bit harder, but not so hard that students can’t
improve their reading from working with them under the guid-
ance of a good teacher. And, frustration level? These books would
be so difficult that learning would be unlikely even with support-
ive teaching.

Betts wrote that the way to determine these levels was to have
students read from the books aloud and answer comprehension
questions. Instructional-level texts, according to Betts, were those

that could be read with 95-98 percent accuracy (in terms of word
reading) and understood with 75-89 percent comprehension—
the criteria that continue to be used today. Instructional-level
texts generate small numbers of mistakes and misunderstandings,
which can then presumably be addressed successfully through
instruction and practice. Betts claimed that research supported
the idea of matching books to students in this way to optimize
learning. This instructional-level scheme is what is used today in
most popular reading programs.

It’s easy to understand why someone might propose (or
adopt) such an approach. It is incredibly frustrating when stu-
dents can’t read a text very well. At a time when teachers were
limited to one grade-level text for reading, there would be plenty
of students who wouldn’t be able to read it proficiently. Under
those circumstances, teachers would gladly embrace the idea of
working only with books that children could already read well.
But as gratifying as the idea of teaching students at their instruc-
tional levels may have been, there are legitimate questions about
the degree of effectiveness of this approach. When there is so
little to learn from a particular text, it is possible that progress
will be needlessly slow moving.

Despite Betts’ original claims and the current popularity of
leveling, research evidence has not been especially supportive
of the approach. The study Betts referred to as the source of the
instructional-level criteria was a doctoral dissertation of one of
his students,'® and that study neither matched books to students
for instruction nor evaluated learning. Betts’ doctoral student
simply checked to see how many oral reading errors fourth-
graders could make and still maintain 75-89 percent reading
comprehension; that was the source of the 95-98 percent accu-
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At the end of the school year, the students placed in books above their
instructional level made significantly bigger learning gains.

racy criterion. Years later, the researchers were questioned about
the source of comprehension numbers, and they couldn’t
remember from whence those had come." Not a very substantial
basis for such a widely recommended instructional practice.

In the 1960s and 1970s, William Powell challenged Betts’ cri-
teria, though he fully accepted the kind of evidence Betts had used
to set them.?’Powell thought Betts got the numbers wrong. To that
end, he conducted studies in which children from grades 1-8 were
evaluated in much the same way as in Betts’ doctoral student’s
study. Powell found a couple of interesting things. He reported
different instructional levels for different grades; that is, some
children could tolerate more disfluency and still comprehend
what they were reading. He also reported that some students
could tolerate quite a bit of disfluency, suggesting Betts was plac-
ing students in books that were too easy.

Later, another study tested how well second-graders could read
the books they were taught with, and then measured how much
theylearned. The researcher found that texts that could be read with
about 85 percent accuracy and less than 50 percent comprehension
led to the biggest learning gains. In other words, students learned
more from books that were at their “frustration levels.”

Over the past few decades, there have been several direct tests
of the instructional level, and these have all ended with one of
two outcomes. Instructional-level texts either have provided no
learning advantages or have done harm. One example of the
latter is another study with second-graders.? This study was the
first randomized control trial of this practice. Students were
tested and, using Betts’ criteria, randomly assigned to one of
three treatments. One group worked with texts at their instruc-
tional levels, one worked with texts two grades above this, and
the third worked with books four grades above. Students read in
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pairs, practicing reading fluency with a partner. At the end of the
school year, the students placed in books above their instruc-
tional level had made significantly bigger learning gains than
those placed in the books supposed to facilitate their learning.
This study was later replicated with third-graders.?” Other studies
again found big learning advantages from working with books
at the children’s grade levels rather than reading levels.?® Even
students with learning disabilities have been found to obtain no
benefit from these text placements.?*

Betts saw a problem—students being taught from books that
many couldn’t read—and he proposed a solution, moving stu-
dents to books that they could. Another solution, one he appar-
ently didn’t entertain, was that teachers could adjust their
instruction in particular ways to facilitate students’ interactions
with these hard-to-read books. As a recent study found—this one
with high school students—most students who were asked to read
grade-level materials were able to learn more than those placed
in the easier books.*

Basically, what this research reveals is that limiting students to
texts they can already read well reduces their opportunity to
learn—by limiting their exposure to sophisticated vocabulary,
rich content, and complex language. With knowledge of the
research on effective reading instruction, skilled teachers can
facilitate students’ productive interactions with harder text.

But what has happened since states started requiring that
students be taught to read more challenging text?

In 2010, the majority of states adopted the Common Core State
Standards. These standards, for the first time ever, set text levels that
students were supposed to be able to read by the time they reached
particular grade levels. The levels were set high to enable students
to reach levels of proficiency that would ensure later life success.

States may have thought they had accomplished something
pretty big by adopting those standards, and likewise district
administrators may have thought they had dealt successfully with
the complex text requirements when they purchased new text-
books matched to these new requirements. However, according
to national surveys,? all that has happened is that teachers, seeing
that more of their students are now struggling with these newer
texts, have increasingly relied on the idea of instructional-level
teaching, and more and more are placing students in below-grade
texts for reading instruction.

A More Effective Approach

As ateacher, I always taught with leveled books and worked hard
to match texts to students in the ways described here. However,
as I've learned of the research, I've gone a very different way—
except with beginning readers. I know of no studies with kinder-
gartners or first-graders showing that they should be trying to read
particularly demanding texts (in contrast, there is a benefit to
teachers reading aloud demanding texts to build young children’s
knowledge and vocabulary).



With research on effective reading instruction, teachers can
facilitate students’ productive interactions with harder text.

I've come to think of reading as the ability to make sense of the
ideas presented in text, by taking advantage of the affordances
and overcoming the barriers included in the text. Learning to read
means becoming aware of these text features—and learning how
to deal with them. Instructional-level texts are usually too easy to
provide students with the opportunities to confront text features
that they cannot already manage.

Affordances or barriers—and these are basically the same
things—are features that authors build into their texts to facilitate
communication. A particular text feature serves as an affordance if
it does that, and—for some readers—it may serve as a barrier to
understanding. For example, an author might aim for clarity and
accuracy through apt diction, and for readers who know the mean-
ings of the words so chosen, this can be a powerful text affordance.
But for readers with more limited vocabularies? That potential
affordance may become an unfortunate barrier for them.

It's not, however, as simple an equation as instructional-level
theory makes out. Itis not that some students have better vocabu-
laries, so we should let them work with the relatively difficult
books (the ones with the rich content and complexlanguage), and
that the other students—those who know fewer words—should
be segregated into easier and more limited texts. That approach
can have some unfortunate implications for students who are
minorities and those from low socioeconomic backgrounds.?

What if, instead of segregating them into what some students
call the “stupid books,” we placed them in books with demanding
vocabulary and taught dictionary skills, use of context, and mor-
phology? What if we taught them when it was essential to figure
out an unknown word meaning and when they might be able to
soldier on successfully without doing that?

And, of course, vocabulary is just one of many such text fea-
tures. Studies have long shown that teaching students how to
disentangle the grammar of some sentences,? how to take advan-
tage of the cohesive links across a passage,* and how to identify
and use a text’s organizational structure® all can improve reading
comprehension. Teaching students to negotiate these features of
a text only makes sense if students are to be confronted by chal-
lenging texts, and none of them have value for students reading,
what for them, are easy books.

fwe are serious about raising reading achievement, we must

think hard about whether it makes sense to continue teaching

students to read books they can already understand so well.

These easier books make learning unnecessary and, without
adequate challenge, may even drain the fun out of learning. That
doesn’t mean that every selection used for reading instruction
must significantly challenge students, only that grade-level texts
should be part of the instructional mix.

Instead of a steady diet of instructional-level texts, students
should be reading a range of texts in their classrooms. Some pro-
ponents of leveled reading claim they too support this idea, but

they propose that instructional-level texts should be the focus of
small-group teaching. I recommend just the opposite, having
students reading really demanding texts when the teacher is close
by and ready to help, and less demanding ones when on their own
or when a teacher just isn’t going to be available.

But this is not just an avenue to higher achievement (though
research suggests that it could be), it is also an issue of equity. If
fourth-graders are taught from a second-grade book, when will
they have the opportunity to confront the language and ideas of
fourth-grade books? This is a cruel math problem that tells stu-
dents they are best served by
books that don’t match their
interests, their curiosity, or their
social aspirations. Leveled
reading emphasizes students’
current limitations, rather than
increasing their possibilities,
especially for the least advan-
taged of our students. We can
do better. d
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Building Knowledge

ILLUSTRATIONS BY SALLY VITSKY

By NATALIE WEXLER

espite billions of dollars and massive efforts on the part

of thousands of highly dedicated and intelligent people

over the past 25 years, the size of the test-score gap

between the wealthiest and the poorest students hasn’t
changed.! Our mediocre standing on international literacy rank-
ingsislargely a reflection of howlow our lowest scores are.> Teach-
ers in high-poverty schools in Washington, D.C., have told me
they've had students at all levels of ability, including the highest,
but some of their stories were deeply disturbing.

Their high school students often lack a sense of chronology, they
said. Students may confuse the Civil War and the civil rights move-
ment. They may think Frederick Douglass and Martin Luther King
Jr. were contemporaries. In a world history class studying the seg-
regation faced by black soldiers returning to the United States after
World War I, some students were under the impression that slavery
still existed in 1918. In a course on the United States after the Civil

Natalie Wexler is an education journalist and coauthor with Judith C.
Hochman of The Writing Revolution: A Guide to Advancing Thinking
through Writing in All Subjects and Grades. This article is an excerpt from
her book The Knowledge Gap: The Hidden Cause of America’s Broken
Education System—and How to Fix It (Avery). Reprinted by permission of
the publisher. Copyright 2019 by Wexler.
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War, the teacher couldn’t assume that students knew what hap-
pened before that war, even though they had already taken a class
that covered it. “You have to start with: there was a War of Indepen-
dence,” she said, “and this is who we won our independence from.”?

Others told me their students don’t understand the difference
between a country and a continent, or between a city and a state.
One kid in an SAT prep class—one of the better students, accord-
ing to his teacher, who cited the fact that “he could place the
United States on a world map”—was surprised by the term South
America when he saw it on a map, apparently for the first time:
How could it be called America if it wasn’t in America?*

Another high school teacher said she’s even had a few students
who don’t know the name of the country they live in. “They think
Washington, D.C., is their country,” she said.’

Urban school systems have been faced with the impossible
task of turning ninth-graders who arrive with gaps like these into
“college- and career-ready” graduates in four years—and threat-
ened with consequences under federal law if graduation rates
dip below 67 percent. For a while, the threats appeared to be
working: in 2016, the national graduation rate reached an all-
time high of more than 84 percent.® But within months, it became
clear that some urban school systems had turned to subter-
fuges.” These included having students pass courses by taking
far less rigorous online versions and changing attendance
records. In Washington, D.C.—a city that many reformers have



Children need to stick with a topic for days or weeks,
encountering the same vocabulary and concepts repeatedly.

pointed to as a model, and where the graduation rate rose 20
points in six years—an investigation revealed that a full third of
the 2017 graduates hadn’t met requirements.®

These problems don’t end at high school. Studies suggest that
students with low test scores are less likely to pursue higher edu-
cation, obtain and keep jobs, provide for their families, exercise
their civic rights and responsibilities, and lead fulfilling lives.?
Education is supposed to enable everyone to do those things. It
represents our best hope for breaking the cycle of multigenera-
tional poverty. Really, it’s our only hope.

And it’s not working. Socioeconomic inequality in the United
States is on the rise.’” Many students proudly enroll in college—the
surest route to success—only to discover they're so ill-prepared they
need to take remedial reading and math. The vast majority oflower-
income students never manage to get that coveted degree."

Knowledge Makes a Difference

In 1987, two researchers in Wisconsin, Donna Recht and Lauren
Leslie, conducted an experiment that shed some light on the
roots of many of the problems that afflict our education system—
and especially the gap in test scores between students at the top
and bottom of the socioeconomic scale. They constructed a
miniature baseball field,'? installed it in an empty classroom in a
junior high school, and peopled it with four-inch wooden base-
ball players arranged to simulate the beginning of a game. Then
they brought in 64 seventh- and eighth-grade students who had
been tested both for their general reading ability and for their
knowledge of baseball.

The goal was to determine to what extent a child’s ability to
understand a text depended on her prior knowledge of the topic.
Recht and Leslie chose baseball because they figured lots of kids
in junior high school who weren’t great readers nevertheless
knew a fair amount about the subject. Each student was asked to
read a text describing half an inning of a fictional baseball game
and move the wooden figures around the board to reenact the
action described.

Churniak swings and hits a slow bouncing ball toward the short-
stop, the passage began. Haley comes in, fields it, and throws to first,
but too late. Churniak is on first with a single, Johnson stayed on
third. The next batter is Whitcomb, the Cougars’ left-fielder.

It turned out that prior knowledge of baseball made a huge dif-
ference in students’ ability to understand the text—more of a dif-
ference than their supposed readinglevel.* The kids who knew little
about baseball, including the “good” readers, all did poorly. And
among those who knew a lot about baseball, the “good” readers
and the “bad” readers all did well. In fact, the bad readers who knew
alot about baseball outperformed the good readers who didn't.

In another study, researchers read preschoolers from mixed
socioeconomic backgrounds abook aboutbirds, a subject they had
determined the higher-income kids already knew more about.
When they tested comprehension, the wealthier children did sig-

nificantly better. But then they read a story about a subject neither
group knew anything about: made-up animals called wugs. When
prior knowledge was equalized, comprehension was essentially the
same.' In other words, the gap in comprehension wasn’t a gap in
skills. It was a gap in knowledge.

The implication is clear: abstract “reading ability” is largely a
mirage constructed by reading tests. A student’s ability to com-
prehend a text will vary depending on many factors, prime
among them being his familiarity with the topic. While instruc-
tion in the early grades has focused on “learning to read” rather
than “reading to learn,” many educators have overlooked the
fact that part of learning to read is acquiring knowledge.

Research has established that one aspect of reading does need
to be taught and practiced as a set of skills, much like math:
decoding, the part that involves matching sounds to letters. (For
more on decoding, see the article on page 4.) The problem is that
the other aspect of reading—comprehension—is also being
taught that way. The prevailing approach is to focus on skills and
strategies such as “finding the main idea” and “making infer-
ences,” with students practicing the skills on books on random
topics that have been determined to match their individual read-
inglevels. While there’s plenty of evidence that some instruction
in some comprehension strategies can be helpful for some chil-
dren, there’s no reason to believe it can turn struggling readers
into accomplished ones.

That’s particularly true when it comes to nonfiction, which
generally assumes more specialized background knowledge. To
acquire the knowledge and vocabulary that will help them under-
stand nonfiction, children need to do more than read a single
book on a topic before skipping to another one while practicing
how to identify text features or determine text structure. They
need to stick with a topic for days or weeks, encountering the
same vocabulary and concepts repeatedly so they will stick.'

It's not so much that particular bits of information are vital in and
of themselves—although some certainly are. It's more that people
need to have enough facts in their heads to have what one commen-
tator has called “a knowledge party”'*—a bunch of accumulated
associations that will enable them to absorb, retain, and analyze new
information. Education certainly shouldn’t end with facts. But if it
doesn’tbegin there, many students will never acquire the knowledge
and analytical abilities they need
to thrive both in school and in life.

Vocabulary Is Essential,
but Not Enough

It's not that educators are unaware
of the importance of knowledge
and vocabulary. One frequently
taught reading comprehension
strategy is “activating prior knowl-
edge.” If the storyis abouta trip on
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It's crucial to envelop students from less-educated families in
a knowledge-building environment as early as possible.

an airplane, for example, the teacher might ask kids if they’ve ever
taken one. And if a text assumes knowledge many students don’t
have, he might quickly supply it. But that kind of on-the-spot injection
of information is unlikely to stick without reinforcement."”

Teachers are more likely to be aware of the need to build stu-
dents’ vocabulary rather than their knowledge; those gaps are
more obvious, and more research has been done on the impor-
tance of vocabulary to comprehension. To be sure, it’s important
to focus on words that are used frequently in academic writing
but are unlikely to be acquired through spoken language—words
like merchant, fortunate, and benevolent.® But it’s impossible to
equip children with all the vocabulary they need by teaching it to
them directly. During the first several years of schooling, children
add eight words a day to their vocabularies, on average;'* the only
way to expand vocabulary that quickly is to expand knowledge. A
single word is often just the tip of an iceberg of concepts and
meanings, inseparable from the knowledge in which it is embed-
ded. Ifyou understand the word oar, for example, you're probably
also familiar with the concepts of rowboats and paddling.

But building knowledge is trickier than teaching vocabulary.
Teachers sometimes overestimate what children already know: I
watched a class of second-graders struggle for half an hour
through a text about slavery before their teacher realized they
didn’t understand the word slavery. Kindergartners in one low-
income community had an average score in the fifth percentile
on a vocabulary test,2 which reflected their inability to identify
pictures showing the meanings of words like penguin, sewing, or
parachute, and educators have told me of students who don’t
know simple words like behind and bead.

At the same time, teachers can underestimate students’ capa-
bilities. In addition to limiting children to books at their supposed
levels, they may explain an entire text in simple language before
reading it aloud, thus depriving students of the chance to wrest
meaning from complex language themselves. (For more on mis-
conceptions about reading levels, see the article on page 13.)

“I believe what everybody believes,” said one fifth-grade
teacher at a high-poverty school in Nevada. “I don’t mean to
believe it, but it gets into you—this idea that certain learners are
less capable of engaging with certain content. And I think that
we’ve been making a lot of mistakes based in compassion for our
students.... We make this great effort to smooth the road for them.”

After experimenting with a text she was sure would be too chal-
lenging for her students—and being surprised by how well they
did—she came to realize that she’d been doing them a disservice.
“Unless they learn to navigate the bumps,” she said, “we’re not
teaching them to be thinkers or readers.”

Knowledge Is Like Velcro

There are multiple reasons that children from less-educated
families arrive at school with less knowledge and vocabulary
than their peers from highly educated ones—many having to do
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with wealth and income, which are highly correlated with levels
of education. Children who live in poverty are far more likely to
suffer the consequences of traumatic events that can interfere
with their ability to learn.?? Wealthier parents are better able to
invest in their children;* that can mean anything from buying
more books to paying for tutoring or extracurricular activities.

In recent years, the difference between what lower- and
higher-income parents spend on their children has increased
dramatically. In 1972, the wealthiest Americans were spending
five times as much per child as the lowest-income families. By
2007, parents at all economic levels were spending more on their
children, but the highest-income families were spending nine
times as much.?* As “human capital”—skills and education—has
become increasingly vital to success, families in the top 20 per-
cent have invested more heavily in ensuring their children can
compete. It’s become increasingly difficult for the bottom 80
percent to keep up.

Poor and working-class families are also more likely to prac-
tice “natural growth” parenting, according to sociologist Annette
Lareau, allowing their children lots of unstructured time and
tending to give directions rather than soliciting opinions. Mid-
dle-class and affluent families, on the other hand, generally
practice “concerted cultivation”: driving their kids to soccer
practice and band recitals, engaging in family debates at din-
nertime, and encouraging independent thinking. Each parent-
ing style has its advantages, but the concerted cultivation kids
are better equipped to do well in school.?

And then there’s language. Children whose parents read to
them frequently become familiar with the sophisticated vocabu-
lary and syntax that appears in written rather than spoken lan-
guage.?® Talking is important too. One much-publicized study



Young children need to listen to their teachers read more complex
books aloud and engage in discussions about what they've heard.

published in the 1990s estimated that high-income children hear
30 million more words than low-income children by age 4.*
Recent research has called that estimate into question and
focused instead on the number of “conversational turns,” or back-
and-forth verbal interactions, between parents and children; the
more conversational turns, the better a child’s language skills.?®
And—although the ubiquity of cell phones and other screens has
interfered with conversational turns across the spectrum—on
average, higher-income families engage in more of them.*

Less-educated parents are also less likely to use complex vocab-
ulary in conversation, and teachers may not be exposing students
to it either. One study found that children living in high-poverty
neighborhoods get “a double dose of disadvantage” as compared
to their higher-income peers: the language they hear is less sophis-
ticated both athome and at school. While these children “may have
unique linguistic strengths that serve them well in their immediate
settings,” they were less likely to have the language skills that would
enable them to do well academically.*

Whatever the causes, it’s clear that children with certain risk
factors begin school with skills that may be almost a year behind
those of their peers.*! And the gap only widens over time.** The
more knowledge a child starts with, the more likely she is to
acquire yet more knowledge. She’ll read more and understand
and retain information better, because knowledge, like Velcro,
sticks best to other related knowledge.

This phenomenon of snowballing knowledge accumulation by
kids who start out with more—while those who start out with less
acquire less—has been dubbed “the Matthew effect.”* That’s a refer-
ence to a line in the Gospel according to Matthew—“For unto every
one that hath shall be given, and he shall have abundance: but from
him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath”: or,
“the rich get richer and the poor get poorer” And the longer the
Matthew effect is allowed to continue, the harder it is to reverse.
That’s why it’s crucial to envelop students from less-educated fami-
lies in a knowledge-building environment as early as possible.

Rather than being restricted to the simple material they can
read on their own, young children need to listen to their teachers
read more complex books aloud and engage in discussions about
what they've heard—and, depending on their age, write about it.**
Even many middle schoolers can take in far more sophisticated
content, and the vocabulary that goes with it, through listening
and speaking than through their own reading.* If teachers orga-
nize their read-alouds by topic instead of the skill-of-the-week,
children have the chance to hear the same concepts and vocabu-
lary repeatedly. Once they have a general familiarity with a topic,
they can read more difficult text about it independently.

The Role of Working Memory

When we try to make sense of what we read, we rely on what cog-
nitive scientists refer to as working memory, something psychol-
ogy professor Daniel T. Willingham has called the staging ground

for thought. Another definition might be consciousness. It’s the
process whereby we take in new information and combine it with
the facts and procedures stored in our long-term memory. The
key thing about working memory is that it has a limited capacity.
And information in working memory is lost if it isn’t quickly
“rehearsed”—perhaps articulated or written about. By one esti-
mate, the limitis just 15 to 30 seconds.*

So time is of the essence when trying to assimilate new infor-
mation. If we can relate it to something we already know, it speeds
up the process considerably. If we need to stop and look up every
other word, or puzzle them out from context, we're far less likely
to be able to understand and retain what we're reading.

Background knowledge, Willingham explains, also enables a
reader to engage in something called chunking. Let’s say the text
in the 1987 baseball experiment said that the shortstop threw the
ball to the second baseman, who threw the ball to the first base-
man, resulting in two runners being out. The students who knew
alot about baseball could “chunk” those actions by recognizing
them as a double play. But those who knew little about baseball
would have to try to remember each step in the series of actions
described, which occupies more space in working memory.

Scientists also use the word schema to describe this process. A
schema is a mental framework constructed from accumulated
information and experience and stored in long-term memory.
When people already have a schema for a topic, new information
on that topic has something it can stick to. If knowledge about
baseball helps readers understand a text about baseball, it follows
that knowledge about the world in general equips readers to do
well on a test that covers a variety of subjects. And that’s exactly
what experiments have shown.*”

here’s no one right way to
provide a high-quality
education, and this coun-
tryis too big and varied for
one-size-fits-all prescriptions.
But ifwe're equipped with a basic
scientific understanding about
which methods are most effec-
tive—and most likely to provide
an engaging experience for kids—
we should all be able to distin-
guish between approaches that
are likely to produce the outcomes we want and those that will only
lead to a heartbreaking waste of precious time. The best first step is
for a school or district to adopt one of the new content-focused
elementary literacy curricula that have appeared on the market—
and in some cases online, for free—over the past several years.
We’ll need to simultaneously pursue many other reform
efforts, of course, including improving teacher training, ensuring
(Continued on page 39)
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Bilingualism and

Celebrating Our Linguistic Strengths

By CHAN LU

bout one-third of children under age 8 in the United

States have at least one parent who speaks a language

other than English athome.' And as 02016, 9.6 percent

of all U.S. public school students were identified as Eng-
lish language learners.” It is obvious that the American student
population is becoming increasingly multilingual.

This trend is often widely celebrated in other countries. But as
scholars who have focused on an array of issues related to borders
and democracy have noted, the United States has a complex history
with bilingualism:

In many countries, the ability of children to speak more than
one language is seen as important. Such is generally not the
case in the United States. As sociolinguist Joshua Fishman
and his coauthors have claimed, “Many Americans have long

Chan Lii is an assistant professor in the Department of Asian Languages
and Literature and the Chinese language program coordinator at the
University of Washington, and the author of Chinese Literacy Learning in
an Immersion Program (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019).
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been of the opinion that bilingualism is ‘a good thing’ if it was
acquired via travel (preferably to Paris) or via formal educa-
tion (preferably at Harvard) but that it is a ‘bad thing’ if it was
acquired from one’s immigrant parents or grandparents.”?

Fishman made that claim more than five decades ago, but it
still rings true—if not quite as loudly—today. For instance, Rich-
ard Ruiz and other scholars contend that in the United States,
speaking a language other than English continues to be per-
ceived as a problem, which they term a “language-as-problem
orientation.* Perhaps because of this perception, the burgeon-
ing multilingualism of our nation’s children is challenging our
current instructional practices and even more so our educa-
tional systems. Across the country, we lack the preparation,
materials, supports, or infrastructure to handle our children’s
linguistic diversity. Given the multiple benefits of speaking more
than one language fluently,* we should actually celebrate this
diversity—and we can.

*For more on the benefits of second language learning, see “Beyond a Bridge to
Understanding” in the Summer 2018 issue of American Educator, available at www.
aft.org/ae/summer2018/abbott.
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Our systems and practices are geared mostly toward monolin-
gual English speakers. The language-as-problem perception has
contributed to the spread of several counterproductive and inac-
curate beliefs,® such as:

 the two languages a bilingual person speaks are separate and
distinct systems, as if bilingual students were two monolin-
guals in one;

o languages can be simply added or subtracted from the minds
of bilingual speakers;

o restricting the use of the home language or only using it tem-
porarily will transition students as quickly as possible to the
dominant school language; and

« students’ languages in school, if used at all, should be strictly
separated by time, day, or subject.

Decades of research have shown that these beliefs are miscon-
strued; there are in fact cognitive, social, and economic benefits
to being bilingual and biliterate.®

In this article, [ will address the following questions that relate
to our school policies and teaching practices: Do bilingual® chil-
dren suffer from cognitive and linguistic disadvantages, or do
they enjoy advantages unavailable to monolingual speakers? Is
it detrimental to learning English at school if a child speaks,
reads, and writes in a differentlanguage athome? What are some
of the strategies teachers can use to help bilingual students and
families? While across-the-board answers are impossible, I will
briefly summarize relevant studies and connect them with the
U.S. school context. In the end, I offer a few suggestions for class-
room teachers.

Is there a bilingual advantage in cognitive development? The simple
answer is yes, no, and it depends. To date, researchers have found
executive functioning to be one of the areas in which bilingual
children are significantly stronger than monolingual children.
Executive functioningrefers to a variety of cognitive processes; the
core includes inhibitory control of attention, updating working
memory, and shifting between tasks.” Inhibitory control of attention
enables a child to selectively attend to the most relevant informa-
tion and suppress attention to other stimuli (e.g., focusing on the
teacher who is reading aloud, not the classmate who is fidgeting).
Working memory refers to the brain’s temporary storage and
manipulation of the information necessary for such complex cogni-
tive tasks as language comprehension, learning, and reasoning;?
updating working memory means constant monitoring and rapid
addition or deletion of working-memory contents. Shifting between
tasks is switching flexibly between tasks focusing on different prop-
erties (e.g., colors, shapes, etc.).

For simplicity, | will use the term bilingual throughout the rest of text to refer to more
than one language.

To date, numerous studies have compared bilingual and
monolingual children and have found that bilingual children
generally outperform their monolingual counterparts on
inhibitory control,” have better working memory,'’ and perform
better in shifting tasks.! Such advantages are thought to be
results of bilinguals’ constant need to resolve linguistic con-
flicts, such as the word spring is female in Spanish (la primav-
era) but male in French (le printemps). This enhances their
ability to handle nonlinguistic tasks too,' like identifying
shapes, recognizing patterns, and homing in on important
features of a picture or diagram while ignoring distractors. This
bilingual advantage in executive functioning is also confirmed
by neuroimaging studies. For example, a recent study found
that 11-month-old infants regularly exposed to two languages
demonstrated significantly stronger responses in the brain
areas known to be involved in executive functioning than
infants in monolingual homes."

However, it is also important to acknowledge that there have
been studies documenting the lack of coherent evidence for a
bilingual advantage in executive functioning;'* others have found
that the magnitude (and therefore practical significance) of the
differences varies depending on the tasks used, language pairs,
and socioeconomic status.' For instance, a study'® with bilingual
and monolingual groups of children who were comparable ethni-
cally, socially, and economically found no difference between
the two groups of children on executive functioning.

In sorting out why different studies reach different conclu-
sions, one key may be the fact that not all bilingual people are
the same. It is extremely important to carefully define what we
mean by bilingual and understand that there are quantitative
(how much) and qualitative (how good) differences in chil-
dren’s exposure to the different languages.'” For instance, a
study that did not find any difference between monolingual
and bilingual groups of 24-month-olds on tasks of selective
attention and inhibitory control also revealed that the bilingual
toddlers’ degree of balanced language usage predicted parents’
rating of some measures of the toddlers’ executive functioning.
The researchers suggest that enhanced executive functioning
in young bilingual children has to do with children actively
using two languages and switching between the languages.'®
Therefore, the bilingual advan-
tage in cognition appears to be
tied to specific conditions of
bilingualism.

The earliest findings demon-
strating a bilingual advantage
came from studies on children’s
metalinguistic awareness."?
Metalinguistic means the
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Research suggests that children’s phonological awareness in their
native language (Spanish) is beneficial in learning to read in English.

required understanding is not about any specific language, but
about language in general; it involves children’s conscious
reflection on and manipulation of the properties of language.?
For example, bilingual children are more likely to notice and
correct sentences like “Steve and Robert is a brother” that are
semantically plausible but contain errors.?! While early studies
on bilingual children’s metalinguistic awareness focused pri-
marily on the domain of oral language, more recently research-
ers have examined the roles different aspects of metalinguistic
awareness play in literacy learning and particularly in learning
to read.?” In learning to read, a child must realize that print
represents speech and then figure out what elements of the
written language represent what linguistic element. A child
learning to read in two languages must realize how the mapping
works differently in the two writing systems. There are two
major challenges for bilingual children.

The first is that they need to know what linguistic element is
represented by printed symbols in each language. In alphabetic
languages such as English and Spanish, a letter is the smallest
unit of the written language that represents a phoneme (pho-
nemes are the smallest units of spoken language); therefore,
children need to figure out the letter-sound correspondence at
the phonemic level. Phonemic awareness is crucial in learning
to read alphabetic languages. (For a detailed look at the English
language and teaching children to read in English, see the article
on page 4.) In non-alphabetic languages such as Chinese, chil-
dren need to figure out how characters, the basic units of the
writing system, are matched with syllables and morphemes
(morphemes are the smallest meaningful units of language). For
instance, the printed symbol H, pronounced as mii, represents
the idea of “eye.” In this case, children need to understand that
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a holistic character represents a syllable; syllable awareness,
rather than phonemic awareness, underscores early character
acquisition among native Chinese-speaking children.?

The second challenge is that writing systems vary in transpar-
ency—thatis, in how consistent their spelling-sound correspon-
dences are. For instance, Italian and Spanish are highly
consistent: one letter makes only one sound. English is a more
opaque alphabeticlanguage. Think about how many sounds the
letter string ough represents: although, bought, cough, plough,
tough, through. The Chinese writing system is considered one of
the opaquest; Chinese cannot be decoded at the level of graph-
eme to phoneme,* and there is a one-to-many relationship
between syllables, characters, and meanings. For instance, the
syllable shi can refer to more than 10 characters representing
different meanings (morphemes), such as il city, #fi persim-
mon, 2 issue, 3\ style, [X surname, §fi decoration, # power, 7R
to demonstrate, £ scholar, i vision, & test, /& to be, and 1+
world.”® A beginning Chinese reader must holistically learn and
memorize the spoken syllable, the corresponding character, and
its meaning.

For anyone learning to read, understanding how print maps
onto spoken language is fundamental. For children developing
biliteracy, the additional challenge is that they need to figure out
how their second writing system functions differently from their
first before they can fully grasp the second language system.*

This brings us to an essential question: Do bilingual children
have stronger metalinguistic awareness that can assist them in
learning to read? The answer is both yes and it depends. To date,
many studies document that bilingualism boosts children’s
metalinguistic awareness (phonological, morphological, syn-
tactic, etc.) with different aspects of reading (e.g., decoding,
word reading, word knowledge, and comprehension). These
benefits exist across different pairs of alphabetic languages (e.g.,
Spanish-English, Korean-English) and orthographically con-
trasting languages (such as Chinese-English).

For instance, a study examined whether children’s phonemic
awareness in their native language influenced English word rec-
ognition skills.? The children were first-grade Spanish speakers
in a transitional bilingual education program who were identified
by their teachers as nonfluent English readers. The researchers
administered a battery of tasks in the two languages assessing the
students’ phonological awareness and their word recognition and
decoding skills. They found that Spanish phonological awareness
predicted English word reading; Spanish word recognition also
predicted performance on the English reading tasks. Such results
suggest that children’s phonological awareness in their native
language (Spanish) is beneficial in learning to read in English, and
training in phonological awareness in their native language could
facilitate their ability to read in English.

One important factor is linguistic distance between the two
languages. English and Spanish or English and French, as cases



in point, share large numbers of cognates, like combustion vs.
combustion and atmosphere vs. atomospheére. Therefore, it is
logical to assume students’ lexical knowledge in their first lan-
guage could be transferred to reading in a second language. A
test of this hypothesis with Spanish-speaking students in grades
4 to 6 found that students’ ability to understand key concepts in
English was related to their ability to recognize cognate relation-
ships.? The connection between students’ Spanish vocabulary
knowledge and English reading comprehension was also found
to depend on students’ ability to recognize cognates. Such trans-
ferred skills have also been found to facilitate children’s reading
comprehension as early as first grade; by second grade, cognate
awareness appears to contribute significantly to reading com-
prehension.” A newly published study documented that cognate
instruction can be used to improve students’ spelling and writing
in grades 3 and 4 in bilingual (Spanish-English), English-only,
and English as a second language classrooms.*

However, not all aspects of metalinguistic awareness facilitate
reading in a second language. It depends on (1) whether the
students’ language skills are strong enough in their first language
for them to develop a certain aspect of metalinguistic awareness,
and (2) whether a particular aspect of metalinguistic awareness,
developed in the first language, is useful in learning the second
language.® Let’s take morphological awareness—the ability to
understand morpheme meaning and reflect on morphemic
structure of words*—as an example. The English lexicon con-
tains inflected, derived, and compound words like teaches,
teachable, and highlight. Understanding what -able indicates
will greatly help students understand the meaning of teachable,
but also enable them to infer the meanings of other words like
drinkable, walkable, or doable. Knowledge of and sensitivity to
morphemes have been consistently found to contribute to chil-
dren’s vocabulary® and reading comprehension development
in English.*

Languages, however, do not always create words in the same
ways. Chinese, for example, has a very productive compound
morphology (i.e., it has lots of compound words, such as 24,
heéibin, black-board, blackboard) but, due to its small number
of derivational morphemes, a somewhat improvised deriva-
tional morphology (e.g., 2 xuézhé, study-person, scholar).
Furthermore, Chinese has no inflected words. Studies have
shown that morphological awareness in Chinese contributes to
native Chinese-speaking children’s vocabulary acquisition®® as
well as reading comprehension.* For native Chinese-speaking
children learning English, their morphological awareness in
Chinese facilitated their understanding of morphology in Eng-
lish—but that facilitation was greater for compound words than
for derived words, reflecting the fact that Chinese does not have
arobust derivational morphology.*

Looking at the full body of evidence, it seems that metalin-
guistic awareness is powerful in language and literacy learning,

and bilingual children enjoy the benefits of transferred metalin-
guistic awareness between the two languages. However, whether
such transfer happens is influenced by many factors, including
the linguistic distance between the languages, whether the sec-
ond language requires such awareness, and the degree to which
children have developed such awareness.

In recent years, many teachers and school systems have dis-
pelled the language-as-problem perception and have
embraced the many benefits of bilingualism and biliteracy.*
Still, challenges regarding resources and capacity remain.
One extremely pressing concern is that in diverse communi-
ties, it is impossible for teachers to understand all the lan-
guages spoken in their classrooms. What should we do to help
our increasingly multilingual student body? I personally
believe the dual language immersion approach should be
adopted by all schools. Recent research has shown convinc-
ingly that when learning school subjects through two lan-
guages, students’ academic performance is superior (not
merely unaffected) in reading and mathematics, even though
the tests are only in English.*® On top of this, students in dual
language programs are acquiring an additional language,
along with a much more positive attitude toward multilin-
gualism and multiculturalism.

Implementing nationwide dual language immersion pro-
grams may not be feasible at this point. However, teachers with
a high percentage of English language learners in their class-
rooms may consider the following strategies and shifts in per-
spectives in order to best help their bilingual learners.

First, we should consider students’ home languages and
backgrounds an asset, not a liability, in learning English. Chil-
dren’s strong home language background can give them a boost
for learning English, as the research evidence above shows.

Second, basic language proficiency in the home language
is not enough. Children should be encouraged to learn aca-
demic vocabulary in their
home languages; by develop-
ing this stronger conceptual
background, students will have
a better foundation for build-
ing their academic learning
in English. Research indicates
that instead of bilingual people
having two language systems in
their minds, they actually have
a shared semantic system and

*For more on the history of bilingual education in the United States, see “Bilingual
Education” in the Fall 2015 issue of American Educator, available at www.aft.org/ae/
fall2015/goldenberg_wagner.
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shared semantic/conceptual
representation for transla-
tion equivalents.* In the case
of conceptual equivalence or

)  h near equivalence (e.g., frac-
o tion vs. fraccion), vocabulary
h.l..} Jon learning in a second language
\ involves linking a word form

in the second language to an
already established lexical con-
cept.” Additionally, vocabulary
knowledge itselfis a manifesta-
tion of one’s background knowledge;** by the same token, stron-
ger academic vocabulary indicates children’s stronger academic
background knowledge, which has a significant impact on their
academic performance.*” Therefore, encouraging students to
learn as much academic vocabulary knowledge as they can in
their home language will help—not hinder—their academic
learning in English.

Third, teachers and families should foster students’ under-
standing of and sensitivity to the languages they are learning
analytically, rather than holistically. For example, for younger
children, phoneme alliteration can be made into a game easily
played at home in a non-English language; the goal would be

to strengthen children’s phonemic awareness in the home
language. For instance, parents and children can pick one
speech sound and come up with silly sentences in their home
languages, like smiling snakes sipping strawberry sodas (Faint
Frogs Feeling Feverish: And Other Terrifically Tantalizing
Tongue Twisters by Lilian Obligado is just one book with more
such examples).

For older children, teachers and families can capitalize on
the more comprehension-related aspects of metalinguistic
awareness, such as morphological awareness, to boost chil-
dren’s vocabulary learning, including academic vocabulary
and comprehension.* Parents and teachers alike can engage
students in such activities. Whether it is word play among fam-
ily members in the home language or more rigorous morphol-
ogy instruction® in English in the classroom, students are
bound to benefit from deeper understanding of the languages
they are learning. Examples of simple word games that family
members can play include Mad Libs, which helps children
understand parts of speech, and a verbal version of charades,
in which children are asked to explain a word without using
the word itself.

*For examples of morphology instruction in English, visit www.readingrockets.org/
blogs/shanahan-literacy/what-should-morphology-instruction-look.

Colorin Colorado, www.colorincolorado.
org, is a comprehensive source for research-
and practice-based guidance on cultivating
bilingualism and biliteracy. Through a
partnership with the American Federation
of Teachers and other supporters, the site
offers teachers and families numerous tips,
articles, book lists, classroom videos, and
more. Here, we highlight links to specific
resources for supporting young children as
they learn academic English while also
continuing to develop vocabulary, fluency,
and literacy in their home language.

Cultivating Bilingualism at Home

Recent immigrants who do not speak
English fluently and who may currently
sense what Chan LU's article refers to as
society’s “language-as-problem orientation”
should nonetheless take pride in their home

language and ensure they pass it on to their
children. Being bilingual is a great gift that
immigrant families and schools can give to
students, since speaking two or more
languages has many advantages when it
comes to communicating with others and
securing jobs in the future. To learn about
second language acquisition, as well as
writing poetry in two languages and the
Seal of Biliteracy initiative, visit www.
colorincolorado.org/raising-bilingual-kids.
Another way families can strengthen
children’s bilingual language development is
by reading aloud in their home language. To
that end, reading tip sheets in 13 languages
are available at www.colorincolorado.org/
reading-tip-sheets-parents. Organized by
age groups ranging from babies to third-
graders, the tips offer practical ways (“play
word games,” “take control of the televi-
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sion,” "“be patient”) for families to lay the
foundation for literacy at home.

Diving into Dual Language
Learning at School

To support children in developing their
native language while learning academic
English, check out the resources at www.
colorincolorado.org/bilingual-dual-
language-education. These include articles
on English language learners’ most
valuable resource—their home language—
and teaching bilingual students with
disabilities; a video on native language
support; and research and reports on
effective dual language programs.

Accelerating Learning with Cognates

For ways to use cognates to develop
comprehension in English and also take
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For older children, examples of simple word games that family
members can play include Mad Libs and a verbal version of charades.

Last but not least, it is important for teachers and families
to keep in mind that positive attitudes toward bilingualism,
biliteracy, and biculturalism are essential. After all, more than
half of the world’s population is bilingual to some degree; being
bilingual should not be viewed negatively, but as a positive way
of being. When we adopt a language-as-resource orientation,
we celebrate children’s strengths, honor their identities, and
are better prepared to support their integrated dual language
development.

s I have delineated here, there are innumerable ben-
efits bilingual children enjoy, yet the journey may not
be as easy as nor similar to what we are used to with
monolingual English-speaking children. Still, it is
worth considering that valuing and working with the linguistic
differences that children and families bring to our classrooms is
an inherent part of forming a collaborative relationship with
them. Such a relationship can empower these children and
families and perhaps also inspire English-speaking children and
families to learn more about other languages and cultures. This
collaborative stance can also enrich our school curriculum.®
The initial costs of these efforts are slight compared with the
long-term personal, educational, and societal benefits. O
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advantage of the similarities between
English and Spanish when teaching both
languages, visit www.colorincolorado.org/
using-cognates-ells. And to watch an
interview with Susan Lafond (a National
Board Certified Teacher in English as a
new language) on why cognates are a
powerful tool in teaching academic
content and vocabulary, visit www.
colorincolorado.org/video/
how-cognates-can-help-ells.

Playing with Words

To reinforce language learning, educators
and families alike can turn to word play
games that children are sure to enjoy. For
fun ways to practice sounding out words,
visit www.colorincolorado.org/article/
playing-word-sounds-stretch-and-shorten.
Riddles are also a great way for students

to really hear the sounds of words and
build vocabulary and strengthen com-
prehension. Ideas for using riddles in
school and at home are available at www.
colorincolorado.org/article/playing-words-
riddles. What's another engaging activity
for children to practice their literacy skills?
Rhyming games, of course! Ideas for
guessing the next word, singing rhymes
together, and rhyming around the house
are available at www.colorincolorado.
org/article/getting-ready-read-using-
storytelling-rhymes-and-more.

Celebrating Families’ Strengths

For ways to connect students’ knowledge
from home to their learning in school,
check out the great resources focused on
culturally responsive instruction at www.
colorincolorado.org/culturally-responsive-

resources. Videos and podcasts with
experts in research and practice, such as
Gloria Ladson-Billings and Larry Ferlazzo,
are featured, as are books by Lisa Delpit,
Sonia Nieto, and Zaretta Hammond. For
an in-depth guide on supporting family
literacy, particularly among Spanish-
speaking families, see the toolkit at
www.colorincolorado.org/guide/aft-
toolkit-teachers-reaching-out-hispanic-
parents-english-language-learners.
—EDITORS

For more in-depth articles on bilingual-
ism and biliteracy, check out American
Educator’s Subject Index at www.aft.org/
ae/subject-index and scroll down to the
"English Language Learners” section.
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ON THE ROAD TO LITERACY WITH
AMERICAN EDUCATOR

Highlights from the Archive to Support Research-Based Reading Instruction

For more than two decades—and continuing in this issue—American Educator has followed the research on how to maximize each child’s
chance of becoming a strong reader. The two biggest takeaways this collection of articles offers are that we must (1) provide enough explicit
instruction and practice to ensure that students learn to sound out words fluently, and (2) immerse young students in learning history,
science, literature, and the arts so that they develop the keys to comprehension: broad knowledge and a rich academic vocabulary.

-EDITORS

“To be successful, children need to learn both code and content
knowledge. Code-related skills, like the essential alphabetic princi-
ples that make up our language, are a critical componentin learning
to read. But while these skills are necessary, they are certainly not
sufficient. They must be accompanied by a massive, in-depth, and

ever-growing foundation of factual knowledge.”

-Susan B. Neuman, “Sparks Fade,
Knowledge Stays,” Fall 2010

“The ability to sound out new words
accounts for about 80 percent of the variance

in first-grade reading comprehension, and continues
to be a major factor in text comprehension as students prog-

ress through the grades.... Systematic, explicit instruction leaves
little to chance and thus ensures the success of most children.”

-Louisa C. Moats, “Teaching Decoding,” Spring/Summer 1998

“Without direct instructional support, phonemic awareness eludes
roughly 25 percent of middle-class first graders and substantially
more of those who come from less literacy-rich backgrounds.”

-Marilyn Jager Adams, Barbara R. Foorman, Ingvar Lundberg, and
Terri Beeler, “The Elusive Phoneme,” Spring/Summer 1998

ILLUSTRATION BY DANIEL BAXTER
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“Researchers have estimated that the spellings of nearly 50 percent
of English words are predictable based on sound-letter correspon-
dences that can be taught (e.g., the spellings of the /k/ sound in back,
cook, and fract are predictable to those who have learned the rules).
And another 34 percent of words are predictable except for one sound
(e.g. knit, boat, and two).”

-R. Malatesha Joshi, Rebecca Treiman,
Suzanne Carreker, and Louisa C. Moats,
“How Words Cast Their Spell,” Winter 2008-2009

“Some children are able to develop letter-sound knowledge more
quickly and efficiently than others.... An important direction for
our field is to work toward determining the most time-efficient
approaches to ensuring each child in a class meets grade-level expec-
tations in word reading each year.”

-Nell K. Duke and Heidi Anne E. Mesmer,
“Phonics Faux Pas,” Winter 2018-2019

“How can children ‘read to learn’ when they are still
learning to decode text independently? The answer
is that adults read aloud to them.”

-Tanya S. Wright, “Reading to
Learn from the Start,” Winter
2018-2019

“Those who enter 4th grade with significant vocabulary deficits show
increasing problems with reading comprehension, even if they have good
reading (word identification) skills. The available evidence does not sug-
gest a substantial ‘catching-up’ process, but rather a continuing
slippage relative to those with average and above-average
achievement.

-Andrew Biemiller, “Oral
Comprehension Sets the
Ceiling on Reading

Comprehension,”
Spring 2003

“Background knowledge and
vocabulary, along with fluent
decoding ability, [are] at the center
of reading comprehension.”

-E. D. Hirsch, Jr., “Building Knowledge,”
Spring 2006

“We must organize our readings in every subject
so each text bootstraps the language and knowl-

edge needed for the next. Gradually, students will be
ready for texts of greater complexity.”

-Marilyn Jager Adams, “Advancing Our Students’
Language and Literacy,” Winter 2010-2011

“Research shows that telling parents about research-based practices
in reading does lead to improvement in children’s reading.”

-Daniel T. Willingham, “For the Love of Reading,” Spring 2015

For more in-depth articles on literacy, check out American
Educator's Subject Index at www.aft.org/ae/subject-index and
scroll down to the “Reading” section.
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WHAT WE'RE READING

ENDING BOOK HUNGER: ACCESS TO PRINT ACROSS BARRIERS OF CLASS AND CULTURE

When it comes to access to books, the United
States and countries around the world face a
crisis. Two out of every five children in
America cannot afford to buy a single book.
And millions of families in other nations may
not be able to find even one children’s book
in their native language.

In Ending Book Hunger: Access to Print
Across Barriers of Class and Culture (Yale
University Press), law professor Lea Shaver
examines the linguistic and cultural gaps left by
the traditional publishing industry and suggests
ways to help. As Shaver states, “we must begin
to think about books in the same way we think
of education and health care. Market, charitable, and government
efforts are all needed, or too many people will be left out”

The obstacles to getting quality books into the hands of every
child are daunting. The central difficulty has always been cost:
less affluent people have less money to spend on books, and so
the profit margin for books that reflect or cater to their communi-
ties may be too low for most publishers to stay in business. These

TS 5

LEASHAVEHR

FOSTERING A LOVE OF READING WITH FIRST BOOK

To ensure that high-quality, low-cost books get into the
hands of children—and the educators and others who
support them—the AFT has partnered with First Book since
2011. First Book works with publishers to bring books and
other educational resources at very low cost, and in some

About

More than

have been distributed
by the AFT since its partnership
with First Book began.

distribute

180,000 books

AFT locals and given to members directly so they could
choose and receive books. This funding was part of
Offering More Great Books to Spark Innovation
(OMG Books), a program in which more than

economics have also driven a lack of diversity among children’s
book authors, illustrators, and subjects. For children around the
world who don't speak one of the most widely used languages,
like English or Spanish, or a national language considered
affluent, like Finnish or Dutch, there are likely no options at all.
Finally, the books themselves, even if they are available,
must be distributed to communities in need. Many people
speaking underserved languages, like Ladakhi in India or
Nyanja in Zambia, live in far-removed locations lacking reliable
postal services. Compounding this problem is the fact that to
grow and develop, children need a variety of books—not just
one or two—reflective of their own and others’ experiences.
Shaver profiles individuals and organizations taking steps to
surmount these challenges, such as crowdsourcing book transla-
tions, providing e-books and e-readers, or working within the
publishing industry. She highlights AFT-partner First Book (featured
below) and Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library; they use different
but effective strategies to get books to children in the United States. If
partnerships between individuals, nonprofits, the government, and
publishers can succeed, Shaver writes, the effects on 1 billion
schoolchildren and their communities will be life changing.

cases free, to children and families in need via teachers and
other staff who educate and engage them. To learn more, visit
www.firstbook.org.

Here, we highlight some staggering statistics that show the
fruits of the AFT’s friendship with First Book.

by First Book to

was used to

to children in low-income communities.

160,000 AFT members

books, school
supplies, and basic-needs items

Nearly 120 book truck
distributions have been hosted
by AFT locals, bringing more than
40,000 low-cost books to their areas.
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Heroes and Helpers
Fighting COVID-19

We Are All in This Together

BY RANDI WEINGARTEN, AFT PRESIDENT

he coronavirus pandemic and the ensuing economic

downturn has been the worst crisis our country has faced

since World War II. Fighting it requires a commitment to

science and transparency, along with government inter-
vention not seen since the Great Depression—and a spirit of com-
mon cause.

As someone who has dedicated my professional life, and
much of my personal life, to building a stronger, more vibrant
union movement, I know that our union has been built for this
moment. Itis the vehicle we can use to ensure our voice is heard
and, with that, ensure a stronger democracy and a better life for
all. As we face unprecedented challenges to our health, safety,
and economic security, more and more people are seeing the
true value of the union movement. Acting in unison, and as a
broader community, we will overcome this pandemic and build
a better America. How? Through service and caring, activism
and voting.

As I write this, close to 100,000 people in the U.S. have died
as aresult of COVID-19 and nearly 40 million people have filed
for unemployment. At the same time in these dark days, essential
workers—including so many of our members—have been caring
for, feeding, protecting, and educating America. The round-the-
clockwork of our healthcare professionals and public employees
was obvious to all. Our food service workers fed families, not just

School closures highlight the
inequities in our society. The
AFT and First Book are striving
to ensure all students have their
very own books. Here, Randi
Weingarten begins distribution
of 10,000 books for the children
living in Win shelters.

children, with grab-and-go meals, and educators turned on a
dime, as schools closed in mid-March, to engage their students
remotely. This can-do attitude supported members across the
country to jump into critical new roles—from school nurses
administering COVID-19 tests in their communities to school
bus drivers delivering meals to families. And our union was there
every step of the way to provide support and devise solutions on
the local, state, and national levels.

With each day of the pandemic, Americans have grown
increasingly grateful for things we used to take for granted, like
grocery workers, without whom we could not meet our most basic
needs. Parents have a new appreciation for how complex and
demanding teaching is, and for how teachers have been helping
their children continue to learn, stay engaged, and stay safe inside
during this uneasy time. And then there are our healthcare heroes:
the nurses, EMTs, doctors, orderlies, respiratory techs, and other
workers who put their health and lives at risk every time they
report to the frontlines of this pandemic. Their jobs would be
incredibly difficult even under the best circumstances, but the
fact that so many have been forced to treat patients without
adequate personal protective equipment or other safeguards is
unconscionable—and the consequences have been deadly. We
have lost far too many of our members to COVID-19. Some
because the Trump administration downplayed the virus, refusing
to prepare and protect the country before it was too late, and some
because they did not have the protective gear theyneeded as they
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were protecting us. All of them, the souls we have lost, are peo-
ple—not numbers. We must remember, honor, and mourn them.

We must also remember those who are with us, but are strug-
gling. The children who can’t fully comprehend the pandemic but
who miss going to school, playing with their friends, and having
cookouts with relatives. The adults who live alone—especially
those with conditions that put them at high risk—who are truly
isolated. The teens who have missed out on coming-of-age rituals
like attending prom, getting the lead role in the school play, scor-
ingagoal, or hitting a home run. And the communities—families,
students, and educators alike—who have looked forward to high
school and college graduation ceremonies but whose hugs and
high-fives will have to wait.

Thankfully, so many of us are learning how to be physically
distant yet socially close. And we’re creating new ways to hold fast
to our cherished traditions—such as the awe-inspiring graduation

“Trump has continually down-
played the seriousness of the
pandemic through false and
misleading pronouncements....

His administration dismantled the
pandemic unit in the National
Security Council in 2018."

—KentWong, a vice president of the
California Federation of Teachers

Building Our Collective Power

We build power by engaging members and
communities around our shared values and
aspirations. We build power by creating
community inside and outside the union,
through coalitions, campaigns, and
connections. And together, we accomplish
what is impossible to achieve alone.

Since January we have rallied together,
even while physically apart, like never
before to meet the many challenges
presented by the pandemic. We secured
personal protective equipment for frontline
workers, steered federal and state legisla-
tors away from corporate handouts and
toward supports for working people, and
made sure our members had the informa-
tion they need to continue doing their

trauma.

¢ Spread the word about the AFT's new
member benefit: trauma counseling.
Learn more at www.aft.org/benefits/

e Get answers to your health, safety,
workplace, and financial questions by
calling the AFT at 800-900-2343 or by
emailing us at outbreak@aft.org.

¢ Stay informed by participating in the
AFT's telephone town halls. Visit https:/
actionnetwork.org/forms/aft-tth-
subscription to sign up.

speech Barack Obama gave on May 16 as part of the Graduate
Together initiative celebrating the high school class of 2020.

We're also looking forward, building a new normal to safely
live, learn, work, and socialize until we have a vaccine. Many states
have flattened the curve and we are working with them to reopen
in ways that are responsible. But some states, with Trump’s reck-
less prodding, are downplaying the virus. We will continue to
resist their dangerous and misleading messages—and we'll keep
fighting for what'’s needed to reopen safely: personal protective
equipment, abundant testing, and virus containment. We do not
have to choose between our physical health and our economic
health. To transition from community-focused physical distanc-
ing and stay-in-place orders to responsible reopening, we need
leaders who will ramp up the capacity to test, trace, and isolate
each new case.

Leading by Listening
Until we have a vaccine and highly effective treatments, and until
both are widely available, our priorities as a union are:

o thehealth, safety, and well-being of our members—especially
our 200,000 healthcare workers and other members on the
frontlines—and the communities in which we live and work;

o the short- and long-term economic supports working people
need;

o therealization of new strategies—and funding to enact those
strategies—for our public schools, colleges, businesses, and
other institutions so we can protect people’s lives and liveli-
hoods; and

o theintegrity of elections and the health and safety of voters.

develop resources and guidance for all ¢ Ensure that your voice is heard as
members. Here are some ways you can join
the heroes and the helpers, boosting the
power of our collective actions.

healthcare, education, and other
employers respond to the pandemic.
Resources on collective bargaining,
emergency personnel, and memoranda
of understanding are available at www.
aft.org/covid19-leaders.

¢ Join our network of activists to receive
alerts on how your voice can help address
everything from securing personal
protective equipment to increasing
economic supports for workers: www.aft.
org/action.

e Multiply the AFT's power to continue
initiatives like distributing books to
children in homeless shelters. See www.
aft.org/covid-19-response-fund for details.

essential work.

While the Trump administration
ignored, denied, and downplayed the
deadly reality of the COVID-19 pandemic,
the AFT’s healthcare leaders and members
sounded the alarm back in January. Since
then, the AFT has been working nonstop to
protect the health and safety of our
members who are on the frontlines and to
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* Make sure your network knows about

the heroic work our frontline members
are doing every day by sharing stories
from https://voicesfromthefrontline.org/.
Honor members, and their loved ones,
who lost their lives during the pandemic.
The Albert Shanker Institute’s memorial
site is a place for the whole AFT family to
gather virtually: www.shankerinstitute.
org/commemorations.

Read about members’ experiences and
share your experiences at https:/
aftvoices.org.

Protect America’s people and values by
helping elect Joe Biden and other leaders
who will work with us to build a better
America. Resources to help you be active
in the 2020 process are available at http://
aftvotes.aft.org/2020-take-action.


www.aft.org/benefits/trauma
https://actionnetwork.org/forms/aft-tth-subscription
www.shankerinstitute.org/commemorations
www.aft.org/action

Together, we are accomplishing what is impossible to achieve
alone. I will never ever forget the stories I have been hearing in
the daily touches I have with leaders and members of my union—
nurses, state employees, school food service personnel, and
educators among them. I want to share some of what I'm hearing
from the frontlines of this pandemic, from the alarming to the
awe-inspiring.

There are bus drivers and food service workers developing
plans to keep providing grab-and-go meals for families over the
summer; teachers of English language learners creating new ways
to build bonds with students and their families; and social work-
ers, juvenile justice workers, and others who work in facilities like
nursing homes and prisons, quietly reassuring the people they
care for. Along with their worries, they share their hope and inge-
nuity and joy.

From the moment the first school closures were contemplated,
I got urgent calls and emails from AFT members and leaders try-
ing to figure out ways to feed students who rely on school meals
so they wouldn’t go hungry. Here are just a few examples of the
ways AFT members sprang into action for the students, families,
and communities they love.

The Toledo (Ohio) Federation of Teachers is packing grab-and-
go meals for students to last several days at a time. Tia Harris, a
veteran school bus driver in Grants, N.M., is working with 20 other
school bus drivers to deliver some 1,000 meals every day. Driving
their normal routes, instead of picking up students, they drop off
food. In Dallas, Yolanda Fisher and her colleagues go to work
before dawn—preparing and packaging 700 breakfasts, 700
lunches, and 700 dinners that they distribute to students. And in
Lee County in Florida, school food service workers are preparing
and distributing up to 25,000 free grab-and-go meals every day,
available to any child 18 or younger.

Millions of students have been learning remotely because of
the amazing work of their teachers. In just a few days in March,
75,000 public school teachers in New York City alone converted
their homes into remote learning centers. For United Federation
of Teachers member Erica Wilde, an eighth-grade teacher at P.S.
99 in Brooklyn, this included using Google Translate to commu-
nicate with her students’ parents, who speak a wide range of
languages—from Albanian to Uzbek. Sari Beth Rosenberg greeted
the students in her virtual AP U.S. History classes with an upbeat
song each day, then they launched into high-level discussions.
But, Rosenberg says, “Iwill never be able to replicate the magic of
teaching in a classroom from my laptop.”

Remote learning is not ideal, even under less stressful condi-
tions. Teachers miss their kids, and many students have surprised
themselves by wanting to go back to school. As we return to in-
person learning, we will put our solution-driven unionism and
ingenuity into addressing many of the learning-loss issues that
have been raised.

And yet, educators across the country have been meeting the
challenges of distance learning with ingenuity. Michael Shunney,
an industrial technology teacher at West Warwick High School in
Rhode Island, knew that healthcare and other essential workers
in the state were in need of protective gear—and that his students
were in need of a compelling opportunity to learn. On the state’s
first day of distance learning, Shunney posed a question to his
students: could they use the school’s 3D printers to make protec-

“The AFT and First Book's very generous book
donation benefited our community.
Seeing the smiling faces of the parents and
students getting these good quality books
brightened my day.”

—Kim Pendry, Title | math teacher and member of the
AFT-McDowell County (West Virginia)

tive equipment? The students were up for the challenge and Shun-
ney, with help from the school district and the West Warwick
Teachers Alliance, got permission to take the school’s five indus-
trial printers out of the school and distribute them to students.
Using an open-source design, Shunney and four students already
have produced hundreds of face shields, which are now protecting
area nurses, doctors, EMTs, firefighters, and police officers. The
fire chief said that, with protective equipment running low, the
shields arrived “just in time.”

Guidance on Summer Learning
and Reopening Schools

What are the most effective and safest ways to engage students in
learning over the summer? When and how will schools reopen?
Could staggered schedules in high school and small groups in early
elementary school be sufficient to keep students healthy? These
are just a few of the urgent questions facing us. Looking ahead,
we will have to be flexible in our actions, but we will remain firm
in our values. We will protect everyone’s health and safety, create
new opportunities to enrich learning for our most vulnerable
students, and fight for additional school nurses and counselors to
meet students’ and families’ social, emotional, physical, and
mental health needs. For the latest on maximizing summer
learning and to read the AFT's landmark plan for safely opening
schools, see www.aft.org/coronavirus.
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“Taking care of COVID-19 patients is exhausting,

but the nurses aren't calling out sick.... It's frustrating
and scary, but we take care of each other in the
midst of this madness.”

—Jose Delesus, registered nurse and member of the
Health Professionals and Allied Employees (New Jersey)

Learn More

American Federation of Teachers
aft.org/coronavirus

The AFT's resources cover everything from
face masks to free food for students. These
also include webinars about how to
convert classes to remote learning, and
opportunities to influence coronavirus
policy in Congress.

AFT Members on the Frontlines
www.VoicesFromTheFrontline.org

The Trump administration’s failed response
to the COVID-19 pandemic has put lives at
risk. But members of the AFT are on the
frontlines fighting to keep everyone safe.
As one way to recognize their sacrifices
and hard work, we have created this space
to share their personal and heartbreaking
stories.

Share My Lesson
sharemylesson.com/coronavirus/remote
The AFT's Share My Lesson helps educators
and parents access free resources, lesson
plans, and ideas on distance learning for all
grades and content areas. It also has

suggestions for reaching students with
disabilities and English language learners,
and for dealing with stress and mental
health issues during this time.

AFT Academics

aftacademics.org/covid-19

Lisa Donofrio teaches at the Fashion Institute of Technology.
Even as she self-quarantined after being exposed to COVID-19in
her classroom, she remained focused on reworking classes and
helping students complete their courses so their college careers
are not derailed. Throughout the spring, Donofrio scheduled one-
on-one virtual meetings and held regular class time. She tried to
provide as much creative inspiration as possible, modeling a
World War 11 strategy for her students: “Make do and mend.”

Even as we appreciate these innovative approaches to remote
learning, we know that school closures have exposed many
inequities in our country, including the digital divide. In the
nation’s capital, where up to 40 percent of students lack a com-
puter or internet access, the Washington Teachers’ Union part-
nered with local TV stations to air lessons aligned with district
learning standards for different grade groups. And the digital
divide is not just an urban problem. Michele Bushey teaches
high school biology in Saranac, N.Y., where the mountainous
terrain sharply limits internet access. The district’s shift to online
learning didn’t work for students without internet, so Bushey
spent hours each day calling students to provide alternate
instruction, all while helping her daughter, who is in second
grade, learn remotely. Bushey has been contacting legislators to
advocate for expanded internet access. Without it, many parents
in her community have to drive their children to parking lots
outside buildings with Wi-Fi to do their homework. Even some
teachers have had to resort to this.

We are building partnerships to ensure that students without
internet access continue to learn, wonder, and explore, even as
they stay safely inside. We're prioritizing one of the most funda-
mental things families can do together—reading and inspiring a
lifelong love of reading—so the AFT launched AFTBooks4Keeps.

Wide Open School

WideOpenSchool.org

Wide Open School is a free collection of
online learning experiences and activities for
kids, curated by the editors at Common
Sense and organized by grade band and sub-

Solidarity Academy webinars offer essential
information and provide a forum for
discussion on issues affecting higher
education employees during the coronavirus
pandemic. These include how to quickly
convert classes to high-quality remote
learning, how the coronavirus is affecting
adjunct and contingent faculty, and how the
pandemic is affecting international students.

First Book

firstbook.org/coronavirus

First Book is a nonprofit dedicated to
ensuring that all children in need have books
of their own. While schools are closed, it has
focused on reducing inequities in learning
opportunities by distributing 8 million books
to children who don’t have reliable access to
online learning.
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ject. Everything on Wide Open School
centers around the schedule, which is
programmed each “school” day for each
grade band.

Colorin Colorado
ColorinColorado.org/coronavirus

It's important to create bonds to support
both students and their families throughout
the pandemic, especially for students who
are learning English. Colorin Colorado is
co-produced by the PBS station WETA and
the AFT, and it serves educators and families
of English language learners in grades
prekK-12.

Reading Rockets
www.readingrockets.org/article/when-
school-closed-resources-keep-kids-
learning-home


aft.org/coronavirus
sharemylesson.com/coronavirus/remote
aftacademics.org/covid-19
firstbook.org/coronavirus
WideOpenSchool.org
ColorinColorado.org/coronavirus

In partnership with First Book, a nonprofit through which the AFT
has distributed more than 6 million books in recent years, AFT-
Books4Keeps is focused on getting children books to ensure they
can be engaged and stimulated in this very uncertain and isolating
time through reading. To kick off AFTBooks4Keeps, the AFT
donated 10,000 bilingual, multicultural, and social and emotional
learning books from First Book to the more than 2,100 children
living in Win shelters, the largest provider of family shelter and
supportive housing in New York City.

Another low-tech, inclusive way we are reaching and helping
as many people as possible is by phone. The AFT and the National
PTA convened a telephone town hall in April about supporting
our students and families. Among the 55,000 people on the call,
most questions and comments were about coping with stress.
Research shows that chronic stress may affect a child’s abilities
related to self-regulation (including their emotions, attention, and
behavior) and to learning. But research also shows that an essen-
tial factor for whether stress is tolerable or toxic is the presence of
supportive relationships, like that of a caring parent or other adult.
During the telephone town hall, experts in mental health, learning
science, and psychology offered suggestions for alleviating chil-
dren’s anxiety with routines, relationships and resilience. (Links
to these resources are in the “Learn More” box below.)

To help students sum up their learning this school year, the
AFT brought together a cadre of preK-12 members in virtual
teams to design Culminating Capstone Projects. These projects,
organized by grade band, integrate standards-based content
across subjects and are developmentally appropriate. Now avail-
able on the AFT’s sharemylesson.com, these projects engage
students in honing the skills and knowledge they've acquired over
the first seven months of classroom learning in innovative, mean-

ingful ways. And they can also be deployed during a voluntary
summer learning program or as a reentry into the next school year.

Honoring Workers

Many healthcare professionals have been redeploying to where
they are needed most. In Connecticut, some school nurses are
performing COVID-19 testing at drive-through testing centers. A
longtime registered nurse with the New York State Department of
Health volunteered to administer tests in New Rochelle, the first
place in New York to see community spread of the virus, and then
administered tests in other areas with outbreaks. “Seeing all these
nurses volunteering,” she said, “it struck me that when everyone
else is running away, nurses are there.”

Healthcare personnel are risking their lives every day not just
because of the virus, but because of the Trump administration’s
failure to plan and to use its power to increase supplies. Health
Professionals and Allied Employees member Jose DeJesus, a reg-

“I reach out directly—one-to-
one—to my students who don’t have
internet to try to provide alternate
instruction. Most days, I'm on the
phone and available to answer
questions and review lessons—both
for kids with and without internet—
from about 6 a.m. to midnight.”

—Michele Bushey, teacher and

president of the Saranac Teachers
Association (New York)

Looking for free e-books, tips for helping
children develop their writing skills, or fun
ways to build their knowledge of art, civics,
science, and more? Reading Rockets is a
comprehensive website for families and
educators on children’s literacy develop-
ment. Whether you are a teacher looking
for high-quality digital resources or a
parent crafting an “after school” program
for your child, you'll find plenty of creative
ways to extend children’s learning. The AFT
has been a proud partner of Reading
Rockets for over two decades.

Project Parachute
www.eleos.health/parachute

Healthcare workers across the country face
unprecedented challenges as they deal
with the COVID-19 pandemic. Project
Parachute is a network of licensed thera-
pists, in cooperation with Eleos Health,
that is matching frontline healthcare
professionals with licensed therapists to
provide pro bono therapy.

Turnaround for Children
www.turnaroundusa.org/coronavirus

Even at a distance during the pandemic, we
need to maintain connections to our family,
friends, teachers, and peers. This curated list
has resources for any adult who has a
trusting, supportive relationship with a
child—and for young people themselves.

American Psychological Association
www.apa.org/topics/covid-19

The American Psychological Association’s
website is continually updated for psycholo-
gists, healthcare workers, and the public.
Resources include telehealth policies in all 50
states, strategies for students to reduce
stress, ways to manage COVID-19 concerns
for people with obsessive-compulsive
disorder, and more.

National PTA
www.pta.org/home/family-resources/
coronavirus-information

The National PTA's priority during this crisis
is to help keep people safe and healthy
while meeting the educational, social, and

emotional needs of all students, educators,
and families. It has compiled resources to
support families and teachers who are
navigating working, teaching, and learning
at home.

AFL-CIO

https://aflcio.org/covid-19

The AFL-CIO has an extensive set of resources
for workers impacted by the pandemic. It
includes information on assistance available
by state, immigrant workers, unions’ respons-
es in the U.S. and around the world, and
industry-specific issues (from airlines to
emergency workers). The AFL-CIO also lays
out the labor movement’s top priorities to
address the pandemic: keep frontline
workers safe; keep workers employed and
protect earned pension checks; keep state
and local governments, public schools, and
the U.S. Postal Service solvent and working;
keep America healthy—protect and expand
health insurance for all workers; and keep
America competitive—hire people to build
infrastructure.
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“Our clinical laboratory specialists who are now
running statewide testing of COVID-19 had practiced
their pandemic response.... The preparedness of
these valuable union public employees is an
asset to Montana.”

—Jill Cohenour, Montana state senator and member
of the Montana Federation of Public Employees

istered nurse in New Jersey, said that hospital employees were
being issued one single-use paper surgical mask and expected to
make itlast a whole week. Nurses at his hospital were being asked
to save their single-use yellow gowns for possible laundering and
reuse—gowns nurses routinely rip from their bodies to minimize
exposure before throwing them away. While the Trump adminis-
tration ignored this crisis—and even baselessly insinuating that
healthcare workers were stealing—the AFT rallied. In the spring,
the AFT purchased 500,000 N95 masks, 50,000 face shields, and
1,000,000 surgical masks for frontline workers like Jose DeJesus.

Reducing Student Debt

The rising cost of higher education has led
over 45 million people in the United States
to seek out student loans to finance their
pursuit of higher education, borrowing
over $1.6 trillion. About 25 percent of
these borrowers are now in distress—
they're not able to pay the full amount
each month, or they have gone into
default. Relief is available, but student

Clinics:

connects members with a key resource:
AFT’s Students Debt Clinics.

AFT’s Student Debt Clinics
In a 90-minute program, our Student Debt

e Situate the experience of borrowers in
the midst of a national student debt crisis

America’s health professionals are showing the compassion,
competence, and commitment that are in short supply from the
president, who claims absolute authority but shirks responsibil-
ity. Experts note that the Trump administration’s failure to
acquire and distribute tests for COVID-19 resulted in far more
cases and fatalities than in countries that made the necessary
preparations. State employees—scientists and technicians who
do important work behind the scenes for our collective health
and safety every day—have rushed to fill the void. AFT members
in Montana and New York have developed tests for COVID-19,
and are working weekend shifts, early mornings, and late nights
in state labs to turn around test results quickly so healthcare
providers can plan treatment and stop the spread of the virus.

This pandemic has upended all our lives, but it has also put
many things into perspective: Science is important. Government
isimportant. Harnessing science and government for the good of
the people is critical.

Everyday Americans—grocery workers at my neighborhood
store; teachers making videos to show their students howmuch they
are loved; the restaurants and small businesses trying to stay open
and to keep theirworkers employed; nurses, orderlies, and intensive
care doctors, like mykid sister—they are the best of America and the
glue holding us together. And, when this crisis passes, we will prop-
erly honor and mourn those we have loved and lost.

Building a Better America

We all yearn to get back to normal. That means, in the absence of
a vaccine, we must determine how to address both the health
emergency and the economic catastrophe. It’s not an either-or
choice; the health and safety of Americans go hand in hand with
economic recovery. And we must “reopen America” better than
we closed it.

While the president has shirked his responsibility, several
governors—Republicans and Democrats—have stepped up. In
one of our telephone town halls in April, we were joined by three
of those frontline leaders: Michigan Gov. and AFT member

showing that individuals’ struggles are
the result of political failures—failures
that add to existing inequalities in our
society.

Participants learn about two free federal
debt relief programs:

¢ Income-driven repayment plans, which
are available to every federal student

loan servicers and the United States
Department of Education often seem to
confuse or misdirect borrowers as much as
they help them.

Forgive My Student Debt (www.
forgivemystudentdebt.org/covid-19)

provides up-to-date information to manage

student loan debt during the pandemic,
including advice from the AFT and our
partners about new federal provisions
affecting federal student loans. It also

and empower them to manage their
student debt by giving them information
on free federal programs that may lower
their monthly payments and lead to their
loans being forgiven;

Introduce them to a free AFT member
benefit that will simplify the manage-
ment of their student loans with the help
of our partners at Summer; and

Engage them in union activism to
address the student debt crisis by
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loan borrower. These plans are adjusted
for gross income and family size, and
they save many borrowers money.

Public Service Loan Forgiveness, which
allows qualifying federal student loan
borrowers to have the money they saved
using an income-driven repayment plan
forgiven after making 10 years of
payments while working in public service
(including teaching).




Gretchen Whitmer, Illinois Gov. J.B. Pritzker, and New Mexico Gov.
Michelle Lujan Grisham. They talked about two overriding ques-
tions: how to safely reopen public schools and the economy in
general, and how to counter the financial threat the crisis poses
to resources for education and other essential public services. All
have consulted with our affiliates in their states to make sure
working people are a priority of the recovery. The contrast
between their leadership and Trump’s shows just how much elec-
tions matter. Partnering with these and other caring governors,
we are making sure our members are being protected; essential
services are being funded; and schools, colleges, public services,
and healthcare systems are meeting the needs of those we serve.

Seeing that the Trump administration was not going to pro-
vide science-based guidance for reopening, we developed our
own guide—and it's now being used across the country. Unlike
the president, who wasted several critical weeks pretending
there was no real threat to the U.S., we were well prepared to
develop a guide. We started focusing on the novel coronavirus
in January, held our first press conference about it on February
2nd, and immediately started responding. Our 20-page “Plan to
Safely Reopen America’s Schools and Communities” (available
at aft.org/reopen-schools) sprung from an intense collaboration
of public health professionals, union leaders, and frontline
workers—especially teachers and nurses. It sets forth specific,
flexible strategies for what happens in the period between flat-
tening the curve and truly eradicating the virus.

This crisis has laid bare every inequity of our country and as
well as the disastrous consequences of cuts to the nation’s public
health infrastructure. Think about it: the lack of paid sick leave for
all workers, the prevalence of food insecurity, the gaping digital
divide, and the unconscionable number of Americans who are
uninsured or underinsured. Forty percent of Americans couldn’t
put $400 together in an emergency pre-pandemic, and by mid-
May, 39 percent of Americans who make less than $40,000 had
lost work. Yet, states like Florida so defunded their governments
that they can’t even get unemployment checks out to people.

We will need bold steps, through government action focused
on the needs of working people, to repair the harm to people’s
health, the economy, and our democracy. Economic stimulus
measures must include funds for states and localities struggling to
maintain basic government functions. And they must be designed
to create a recovery shared by all Americans, especially the most
vulnerable. That is why we are fighting week after week for the
president and Congress to do their jobs and secure the federal
funds needed to keep workers healthy, protected, and employed
and to keep local and state governments, the Postal Service, and
colleges and public schools functioning. This pandemic crushed
state revenues as people had to stay home; Trump and Senate
Majority Leader Mitch McConnell need to work with Democrats
to save states, schools, and small businesses—just as 84 percent of
Americans want them to do, according to a poll in May.

This gets to the heart of who we are as a union—we care, we
fight, and we show up. I have never been more proud of our mem-
bers. Our members are helpers and heroes who amaze me and
give me hope during these difficult days. Together, we will get
through this. O

“If we didn't do
this, there are kids
who would go
hungry. I don't
want any child
to go hungry
while schools
are closed.”

—Yolanda Fisher,

food service manager
and member of the
Alliance/AFT (Dallas)

From Aid to Advocacy

Student Debt Clinics build on this educa-
tion and empowerment by providing our
members with opportunities to engage in
finding solutions to the student debt crisis.
Participants have:

* Provided important information for our
lawsuits against both U.S. Secretary of
Education Betsy DeVos and the student
loan servicer Navient for mismanage-
ment and deception in their handling of
Public Service Loan Forgiveness;

Pushed for state laws providing
consumer protections for student
borrowers and campaigned for and
elected politicians who prioritize
affordable higher education and
student debt relief; and

e Used collective bargaining to expand the
number of workers eligible for Public
Service Loan Forgiveness and to explore
other methods for providing debt relief.

Student Debt Clinics demonstrate how
our unions are leading for change on an
issue that directly impacts the pocketbooks
of our members and invites members to be
a part of the debt relief movement.

Hosting a Student Debt
Clinic at Your Union

Is your union ready to host a Student Debt
Clinic? Make a request to debtclinic@aft.
org; AFT staff will contact you to set up the
clinic and provide a trainer for the session.
The AFT also provides Student Debt Clinic
Train-the-Trainers to prepare activists to
present the clinic and provide best practices

for organizing successful events and
campaigns on student loan debt. Request a
Train-the-Trainer at debtclinic@aft.org.

Introducing Summer

Support for our members with student
debt doesn’t end when they leave the
clinic! AFT’'s Summer benefit allows
members to enroll for free in Summer’s
online student loan management platform
(www.meetsummer.org/aft). It helps our
members enroll in and manage the
paperwork for income-driven repayment
and Public Service Loan Forgiveness, find
other debt relief programs, and tailor
student loan repayment options to their
individual needs. Thousands of AFT
members have already joined Summer and
have saved $82 million so far!
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Supporting ELLs during the Pandemic

BY ERICA SCHATZLEIN

Across the country, teachers watched the
global pandemic unfold with shock and
trepidation. Like my fellow teachers of
English language learners (ELLs), | watched
with an added layer of concern. Too often,
ELLs experience situations at school where
their educational rights are violated. During

a pandemic, these inequities could be
greatly amplified.

One reason | am so dedicated to
my union is because we fight for
our ELLs. In February, we were
seeking more multilingual
educational support professionals
and more ELL teachers—

and we won big for our ELLs.

The Saint Paul Federation of Educators walked
out to get students the services they need. After
winning key supports, they hurried back in to
prepare for remote learning.

Erica Schatzlein teaches English language learners at a
public Montessori school in Saint Paul, Minnesota. She is

also vice president of the Saint Paul Federation of
Educators and a member of the AFT ELL Cadre. This

essay Is adapted from Share My Lesson’s blog. For the
original version with links to many resources, see https://

sharemylesson.com/blog/supporting-ells.

As teachers of ELLs, advocacy runs in our
blood. | am a proud member of the Saint
Paul Federation of Educators (SPFE) in
Minnesota. One reason | am so dedicated
to my union is because we fight for our
ELLs, and their educational needs are
prominent in our policy proposals. In
February, we were in the middle of union
contract negotiations, with our ELLs front
and center. We were seeking more
multilingual educational support profes-
sionals, who are a critical link between
schools and families. We were seeking
staffing ratios for our ELL teachers, so that
we can ensure our students receive enough
individual attention to increase their
academic English skills. We were asking our
district to provide these things for our ELLs,
and we weren't settling without them.

So as COVID-19 first started to spread
across China, and then Italy, the 3,400
members of the SPFE went on strike. After
nine months of negotiations, the strike
was our ultimate refusal to accept a
contract that did not meet our students’
needs. In addition to the proposals for our
ELLs, we walked out to demand mental
health supports for all students, and
support for students who receive special
education services.

When the pandemic spread, we knew
we needed to get our staff back into
schools. We didn’t win everything we asked
for, but we won for our ELLs. We won a
staffing ratio that will get closer to
ensuring all schools have the ELL resources
they need, additional multilingual educa-
tion support professionals, and contract
language that ensures our ELL teachers
aren’t pulled away to be substitutes.

Two days after we settled, Gov. Tim Walz
ordered Minnesota schools closed to help
slow the spread of COVID-19. Then we
shifted to distance learning. And our work
of ensuring equitable access to our ELLs
started immediately.

Distance Learning

| often tell people | have the best job in the
entire school system. | love language, and |
spend my days helping students expand
their abilities in reading, writing, listening,
and speaking. Suddenly, my students and |
found ourselves in a different world. How
were we going to communicate? How could
I check in on them and ensure their needs
were being met?

Sometimes, it feels like every single
thing about education has changed.
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However, many things remain the same:
Our students need equitable access to
education, and our families need accurate
information. These needs are true for
every child and family, inclusive of all
languages, immigration statuses, religions,
and countries of origin.

For educators, having resources like
Share My Lesson (https:/sharemylesson.
com/) and Colorin Colorado (www.colorin
colorado.org/) are essential.

Distance learning can never replace the
magic that occurs in my face-to-face
classes: the collaboration, the co-teaching,
and the community. Nonetheless, educa-
tors in my school and across the country
are rolling up our sleeves and working
relentlessly to give students every educa-
tional opportunity.

Fighting for the
Rights of Our Students

Language, academics, and social-emo-
tional health are three essential tenets of
any educational program. At all times, my
students need opportunities to develop
their language skills. Because many
distance learning lessons rely on students
reading texts and responding in writing, |
am also focusing on listening and
speaking with my students. They need
access to audio and video, and they need
structured and supported opportunities to
speak, too.

This work is challenging, but also
rewarding. In one week in April, |
experienced the delight of listening to a
recording of one of my fourth-graders as
she described what she has been reading,
and what the characters sound like in her
mind. Just one day later, | endured the
pain of learning that one of our students
experienced a racist anti-Asian hate crime
while standing in her front yard. While
she is physically unhurt, the trauma and
fear our students and families—especially
our Asian students and families—are
experiencing must be considered in our
instruction.

Supporting ELLs’ language and
academic growth, as well as their social
and emotional well-being, is essential.
When | feel like everything in the world
has changed, | return to these elements,
centering myself in the needs of my ELLs
and their families. Meeting those needs
will be difficult, but it is the most impor-
tant thing | can do as an ELL teacher.

(Photo credits on page 40)
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lives and carry out their responsibilities as
members of a democratic society. O
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