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Intended for educators, policymakers, and anyone

the nation's reading skills; this booklet draws on

four recent reports_in the Nation's Report Card series; which are

based on findin

gs of the National Assessment of Educational Progress

(NAEP). The first chapter discusses two important components of

literacy--the ability to achieve a surface understanding of written

materials and the ability to reason effectively about one's reading

and writing. NAEP results are briefly discussed as a

basis for the

second chapter, which presents an overview of literacy development in

America. The third chapter focuses on those who are at risk because

of poor literacy skills, particularly children and young adults from

minority groups and children without home support for literacy: The

fourth chapter discusses the impact that an early exposure to print,
appropriate instruction and homework can have on literacy skills. The

final chapter explores two important initiatives for educators,;.

policymakers, and the nation: (1) the at-risk population must be

provided with targeted help to ensure that it has the opportunity to

develop the literacy skills necessary for full participation in this

society, and (2) educational approaches must be modified so that alil

children learn to reason more effectively about what they read and

write. Recommendations derived from these initiatives are outlined
for policymakers, administrators, and teachers. Graphs and

statistical data are inzluded.
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Forcword

Literacy in i:s iﬁ&éi basic iéi; : §i?n£>i§ iﬁé asm&; to
It's about how well mostof the ¢ ciren and young adults
in this country can read simple texts and how well they
can express simple ideas in writing.

The good news is that virtually all of our children and

young adults are basically literate 'The bad riews is that
minimum levels of literacy are no longer sufficient for

people who must live and work in an increasingly comi-
plex and technological society.

Accordmg to the National Assessment of Educational

Progress only a small percentage of the young people
sampled in its recent studies can reason effectively

about what they read and wrxte That means. that the

an economy like ours that's based on information aud
kniowledge. The office, not the factory, is the center of
our working lives. The backbone of the new American
work force will be people who deal mainly with the

formation and the refinement of ideas.

theracy— real meracy—xs the essennal raw materxal

the fatare will be restructured at least once évery seven
years. By 1990, three out of four jobs will require some
education or techmical traitiing after high schiool.

American busiress needs workers who rot only are
proficient in the basic skills, but who know how to think

and .can communicate what they're thinking: We need
workers who can adjust to change, who can absorb new

ideas and share them easily with others. In short, we
need people who have learned how to learn.

And yet, our }ugh schools graduate 'IQO 000 funcnon-

ally illiterate young people every year—and another
700,000 drop out. Accordmg to Secretary of Labor
William E. Brock, it is an "insane national tragedy"' that
700,000 iugh school graduates get diplomas each year
and cannot read them.

In 16 states, dropout rates range from 26 percent to 42
percent, and most big cities are at the high end of
that. Wiai's worse, moet of tiose who do stay in school
dor’t learn enough to rmeet even minirnum academic

standards.

s 16
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__Today, nine out of 10 colleges offer noncredit réiie-
dial courses i Eniglish and tiath t6 their incoming fresh-
men. The U.S. Department of Education says that &g
many as three oat of five high school graduates who
érnter collegé requiré remadial work.

If current demographic and economic trends cori-
tinue; American business will have s Hire a million new
workers a year who can't read, write or count. Teachirg
them how, and absorbing the lost prodiictivity while
they'r€ learning, will cost industry $25 billion a year for
aslong as it takes—and nobody seerrs to know how long
that will be:

Cne out of three major corporations already gives
new workers basic reading; writing; arnd arithmietic
courses. Cor i spend $210 billion a year on
training, and one p nt of that— roughly $2 billiohi a

year—now goes to tééc'iiin'g basic skills,

The problem is riot lirmited to the private sector. Most

government agencies provide high school level

courses in reading; writing, granimar and vocabulary.

In 1984, for example, the U.S. Army spent more thar §14

million to bring its new recruits up to the ninth gradeé

level in reading—and 90 percent of them were high
school graduates.
- Clearly, we have to rethink our education systern frort

the ground ap. Reform and réorganization are desper-

ately needed. But they are long-term goals that cotild
take an entire generation to achieve, and I don't think we

___Secretary Brock has said that there will be a 65 in thie
future for every girdlified person who wants one. The
real question, he warns, is: Are we going to have enough
qualified persons to fill those jobs?

- NAEP reminds us that as a nation we can be proud of

the literacy levels we've attained; but “it is eracial that

we do better."

. Unforturately, this report confitms what many of us in
bugsiness Have known for some time. The basic skills of

our entry-level workers are simiply not gosd enocugh to

give us the kind uf work force we need 1o compete it a
fiercely competitive global market. Tis is 16 less tan a
survival iSsue for America.
 DavidT. Keams
Chairman and Chief Exec’ﬂnye Officer
Xerox Corporation
7r,



Eearnnng to Be Literate
in America

The recent Nation's Report Cards based
on NAEP dssessmenis of reading, writing,
and literacy indicate that most children and
young adults can understand what they
read and can express their thoughts i1 writ-
ing at a surface level. Only a small percent-
age, however, can reason effectively about
what they are readmg or writing. The
NAEP data also suggest that there dare
serious dlspal ities in literacy learning
amorng American schoolchildren. Black
children, Hlspamc children, children 11v1ng

in disadvantaged urban communities, and

those whose parents have low levels of
education are partlcularly at risk for future
educational failure. In splte of gams during
the past decade; the performance of these
groups remains far below national averages:

The results suggest two important initia-
tives that should concern us—as educators,
as policymakers; and as a nation:

We must provide targeted help for the
at-risk populations to ensure that everyone
has the opportunity to develop the varied
literacy skills necessary for full and effec-
tive participation in our society.

B We must modify our approaches to edu-
cation §o that all childrén 1éarn o reason
more effectively aboui what they read and
writé, giving them the thinking skills to ana-
lyze, elaborate upon, and extend the ideas
with which they are dealing.

8
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= E| Introduction

L iteracy —the ability to read and write,

and to reason effectively about what one
reads or writes—is an integral part of life
and work in the United States. The hteracy
of the work force is a resource for business
and industry; the literacy of schoolchlldren
1s an mdlcator of the success of cur schools.

of government. We expect that our popu-
lace will learn to read and write, and 50cCi-

ety is structured around its ab111ty to do so:
In comparison with those who are more lit-
erate, individuals who lack such skxits have
fewer opportunities open to them in att
aspects of their lives.

Yet partlcularly in recent. years the role

of literacy in Amerlcan society has changed.

The technological and information systerns

available to individuals at both home and

work have accentuated the differences in
opportunities avaitable to those who have
well-developed literacy skills and those
who do not. On the one hand, technology is
reducmg the hteracy skills needed to com-

plete routine tasks; on the other hand, the
skills needed to develop and control these

technologies are becoming increasingly

complex: While the needs of the work force

do not reqmre that al] 1nd1v1duals have

)
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skills can prevent them from attaining posi-

tions that theéy may désire.

ty has also grown more complex
offermg more opportumtles and presentmg

more choices in its économic, political, and
sacial systems. People are constantly con-

fronted with new decisions to make as welt
as with rew things to learn about—and
writteni intormation usually guides their

choices. (This is true even whern the written

word is then p1é&sented orally, as in radio
and television reports and commerc1als )

Changes in society have created the need
for new levels of literacy, and have exacer-

bated the différences in the opportumnes

available to thioce who are llterate and those

who are not. These changes in society have
affected the lives of all of us:

Our everyday uses of llteracy are some-

‘1mes tore abstract—and sometimes more

complex——than in the past. And because

these changes have permeated society, they

have made an appreciable difference both

in the ways in which we think about literacy
and in what and hovws we teach in our schools.

ing and writing, as well as many defmmons
of what literacy means. Our discussions will
tocus on two important components of liter-
acy: 1) the ability to derive surface under-
standing from wrilten materials and to
express similar understanding in writing:
and 2) the ability to reason eﬁ'ectxvely
about what one reads and writes in order to

extend oné's understanding of the ideas

W
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expressed. For us, these abilitiéé fné?ié the

The Ability to Understand
at a Surface Level

Surface undexstandmg of written materi-

alsis a necessary component of literacy;
though it is nct a;ways sufficient. in school
and in society, people engage in a wide
array of reading and writing activities
requiring surface-level understanding
Some of these tasks require only 51mp1
skills because the material is very fan idiar
or the goals of the activity are uncompli-
cated. Other tasks require broader and
more varied skills. Making sense of a shop-
ping list requires different skills from those
required to understand a letter froin a
friend, and these skills differ from those
needed for a surface understanding of a
report of a recently completed science
experiment. Similarly, writing one's own
shopping list requires somewhat different
skills from writing a léttér to a friend, and
these differ in turti from thoseé needed to
write cne's own report of a science
exXperimernt.

Literacy activities that call only for sur-
face understanding take place frequently at
home, school; and work. Such understand-
ing is also part of thinking r_nore carefully
about what one is reading or_writing:
Therefore, in becoming increasingly liter-
ate, schoolchildren must deve.op the ablllty

to understand a variety of increasingly more
difficult materials at least at a surface levet:

111
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The Ability to Reason Effectively
about One’s Reading and Writing

Adthough surface understanding is
important; it is not enough. In school and in
society; we expect a reader to be able to
analyze, evaluate; and extend the ideas that
are presented, just as we expect a writer to
elaborate upon and defend judgments that
are expressed. We expect people to know
how to get information and to know how to
use it and shape it to suit their needs. For
example, readers must learn to relate what
they aré reading to théir personal experi-
ence in order to integrate new ideas with
what they know —perhaps modifying or
rejecting the ideas in the process of consid-
ering them more fully. Readers must also
learn to test the validity of what they read
by comparing it with information from
other sources, as well as to judge the inter-
nal logic and consistericy of the ideas and
information presented.

Similar thinking abilities are importarnt in
writing. To develop their surface under-
standing arnd convey their ideas to others,
writers rmust learn to draw upon their per-
sonal experierces, to incorporate informa-
ticn from other scurces, and to evaluate the
internal consistericy and organization of
their ideas and argumerits.

Such systematic reasoning about what
they read and write gives literate people
the kinds of mastery of the written word
required by more anc more activities in
today's society. To gain such raastery, chil-
dren must have the opportunity to develop
their abilities to reason effectively in the
varicty of situations in which reading and
writing are used.

12
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The Nation’s Report Card: National
Assessment of Educational Progress

In examining the state of literacy, we will
be drawing on a series of recent assess-
ments carried out by NAEP. These assess-
ments examined the reading and writing
achievement of school-age children, as well
as the literacy skills of young adults, ages
21 through 25. The NAEP results provide a
solid base for examining both theé overall
state of literacy and the many factors that
influence aduilt literacy levéls and the suc-
cess of our schools.* They offer a more
ex{énsive portrait of the reading and writ-
ing achievéement of the nation'’s children and
young adults than has previously been avail-
able. This provides us with a unigque basis
for presenting this overview of literacy
development in America and offering sug-
gestions for improving literacy education:
*Detailed results from these assessments are available in a

series of reports from NAEP: The Reading Report Card, Writing

Trencig Across the Decade, The Writing Report Card, and Lifer-
acy. ’rofiles of America's Young Adults.

13: 10
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The results across a variety of assess-
ments present a consistent picture of .2
state of literacy in Amer.ca:

B Most children and young adults dem-
onsirate a surface understanding of a
range of materials appropriate for their age.

B Only small percen’ages of children
and young adults can reason effectively

about what they are reading or writing.

In fosiering

ring literacy in America; we have
made an impressive beginning—but
not enough people are developing the
advanced literacy skills that are needed in
our increasingly complex and techrnologi-
cal sociaty.

Schooling and Literacy Skills

Are students learning to read and write
better as they move through school?

At one level, the results are éncouraging:
They reflect a steady growth in performance
in both reading and writing across the age
across groups, NAEP derived a reading-
proficiency scale ranging from 0 to 500,
and a writing-achiévement scale ranging
from O to 400. Results from the scales are

141,



shown in Figure 2.1. Changes in mean per-

formance reflect an increase in literacy
skills irom one age group to another: For
reading proficiency; performance levels
increased from a mean of 218 at grade 4 to
a mean of 305 in the young adult sampies:
Writing achievement shows corresponding

Increases, rising from an initial level of 158
in grade 4 to 219 in grade 11.

These resalis suggest that schools do
make a diffesence in literacy skills; the

.

Figiire 2.1. Average Reading and Writing

3001 _4305(2)
250
218¢1)
200~
1502,
0T T T T 1
Grade Grade Grade Young
4 8 11 Aduit

7
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more schoohng studehts receive; the

imore literate thPy are likely to become.

This mterpretaﬂon is reinforced if we con-

sider the relationship between reading .
proflclency levels and amount of education

in the young adult sample. Young adults_

who did not CO‘npiete hlgh school actually

read about the same as eighth grade stu-

dents in the national sample (averaging 265

on the readmg proficiency scale compared
with 261 for eighth graders), while those

_————
The_estimated population 1 s are presented with their stan-
dard errors shown in parentheses. It can be said with 85 percent
certainty that the mean re g or writing level of the population
of interest is within the interval * 2 standard errors. Means and

s(andard errors have been rounded. —_— R

8 Average Writing Achievement

400 -
300?
250 ——
—4219(1)
200
150
1002,
0 I 1 T
Grade Grade Grade
4 8 1:
18
- T v
13 L



with college degrees did much better than
the young adult sample as a whole faverag-
ing 336 compared with 305 {ar the sample
as a whole).

To understand what these levels mean,
we need to examine the kinds of perfor-
mance the scales reflect.

Levels of Reading Proficiency

. Higher levels on the reading scale reflect
both the ability to understand more difficult
material at a surface level and the ability to
think critically and purposefully about what
the material says.

Readmg tasks at the basic level (ZOO) tap
the ability to derive a surface understand-
ing from relatlvely simple material, such as
brlef newspaper articles or stories. Tasks
at the adept level and above (over 300)
present the. reader W1th more difficult texts,
more d1ff1cu1t duestlons or less familiar

sub;ect matter. To deal with these tasks

readers need the ability to draw on a range
of reasoring Skllls in order to make sense
of what they encounter. The intermediate
level (250) is a transitional level, reﬂectmg

succevsfui perfqrmrance on relatlvely longer
but still quite straightforward literacy tasks.

How w=ll do the nar'on's young people read?

Results from recent readmg assessments
of school’*hlldren and young adults are

surrmarized in Table 2:1. At fourth grade

neariy all students (96 percent) had at least
rudlmentary readmg skills, and the major-
ity (68 percent) had the basic comprehen—

sion. skills Iecessary- to locate information

in simple reading materials: Sorrie 97 per-

cert of the young adults had attained

basic comprehension skills, and 84 ﬁer-

cent had attained intermediate levels.

14
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Performance at these levels suggests the

ability to denve a surface understanding

from a varlety of texts, locating information

and makmcr simple generalizations about

what is read:

Perfomaace at higher levelc on the

;eadmg scale, however; was much more
limited: Only about half of the young
adults assessed could be classified as
adept readers; able to deal relatively wel?
with complicated literary and informa-
tional material such as might be encoun-
tered in a high-school text. On tasks mea-
suring the advanced reading skills needed
to deal with specialized and complex texts
similar to those found in college, profes-
sional; and technical working environ-
ments; only one fifth of the young adults

Tab!e 21 Percentage of Students and

Young Adults it or Above Five Reading

Pfoficxency Levels*

RE@@@@;Skillé and Grade | Grade | Grade | Young
Strategies = - 4 8 1 Adults
Advanced {350): Symhewe and 0% 0% 5% 21%
learn from specialized reiding
matenals ]

1 13 40 54
Intermediate (250): Search for 20 63 8 84
specitic information; interrelate _
ideas, and make gén'eralizations.
Basic (200): Understand Specific 68 96 ¥9 g7
or sequian‘ially related materials. B
Rudlentary (150): Carry out g6 100 100 100
simp'e; discrete reading tasks.

*Age level (rather than grade level) da(a for 9-,13-, and 17-year-

olds ar~ presented in The Reading Report Card.
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were 's'uc’c'es’s’fui. Such tasks require the
ability to reasun effectivély about what is
read—and few people were able to do so.

Levels of Writing Achievement

Like the reading scale; better perfor-
mance on the writing scale reflects both the
ability to express one's surface understand-
ing of increasingly complex ideas and situ-
ations and the ability to think these ideas
throu: 1 more thoroughly while writing
about them.* For individual writing items;,
responses that demonstrated an under-
standing of some of ihe elements necessary
to accomplish the task (but not an abitity to
use them well enough to accomplish the
purpose of writing) viere scored as minimat
{200j,; those that included sufficient infornia-
tion to accomplish the task were scored as
adequate (300), though they did not neces-
sarily show much grace or pclish. Responses
at the 400 level reflect the ability to present
fully elaborated id&as in a particularly well-
organized manner, with supporting detail
that is appropriate to the particular task —
in other words, the ability to develop one's

thoughts logically and &ffectively in writing.
How well do the nation’s students write?

In the writing assessment, students
responded at least at a minimal or sur-
face level to a range of writing tasks
appropriate to their grade level. For
percent of the eleventh graders responded
at least at the minimal level, while even on
the most difficult task 60 percent responded
at this level.

*Dr¢ to the different analytic procedures used to create the

writing scale, a table reporting writing performance compara-
ble to Table 2.1 for reading could not be generated (see The
Writing Report Card).
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Far fewer of the responses however,
reflected the abrlrty to reason effectrvely

dboiit what was being written: Performance

at the adequate level was distressingly rare,
even on simple tasks that required tittle
thinking through For exampte onty 65 per—

cent of the eleventh graders could write an
adequate paragraph on.a jOb application
describing the kind of]ob they would like;

only €67 percent of the etghth graders could

write a letter of complaint to a T-shirt com-

pany and suggest a course of action to rem-

edy their problemn, and only 41 percent of

the fourth graders could describe informa-

tion presented in a brief series of simple pic-

tures: These tasks required the students to

write about information they already knew
(orr coutd ea:rty understand) in a straight-

torward manner.

ggvgggjgé ’@51&5 became more complex,

requiring more extended reasonirg in

order to plan and carry out the writing,

only small percentage-' of students

at any grade were able to perform.
E&é&uately For example, in résponse to a
ask requiring them to write a letter per-
suadrng the school principal to drop an
unnecessary school rule, only 22 percent of
the eleventh graders, 15 percént of the
eighth graders, and 4 percent of the fourth

graders wrote at the adequate level or

. better. Tasks that réqiiiréd the students to

write reasoned papers {or a pa:rticular pur-
pose were difficult for students >f ail ages
to complete successfully

In general Amerrcart students have
learnéd the fundamentals of writing. There

is a steady incredse in writing ability across
the gradés, and miost students write with

the surface understanding and skill needed

for a minimal level of writing performance

on tasks appropriate to their grade level.

20
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The data suggest, however; that a substan-
tial proportion of eleventh graders; who
are almost ready to graduate from high
school and enter higher education or the
job market, will not bé ablé to write ade-
quately enough to serve their own needs.
Their writing does not reflect the kinds of
writing perforifiance réquired for success
in school or at work. They have not devel-
oped the effective redsoning skills required
to adequaely cemimunicate their ideas in
ways that will be understoed by others.

Conclasion
Are ﬁ'nenca 5 chlldren and young adults
hterate? To some extent they are. ill but a

small percentage of the naticn's young peo-

ple can. understand what they read aiid can
express their ideas at a surface level. But

minimum hteracy levels are not enough—
not for successfut participation in many of

the school; work; comitnunity, and leisure

activities in which today's. Americans par-

ticipate. These contexts reguire the ability
to reason effectively. about what one is read-

ing or writing; and far too rnany of our young

people appear to lack effective thinking skills,

The national concern about 11teracy per-
formance is real, and rightly so. Business;
mdustr}7 and the public have recognized

that many young people hHave not dével-

oped the ability to reason effectively about

what they read and write and are thus not

able to perform mary of the literacy activi-

tles they may encounter in today s techno-

changed and the opportun1t1es avallable to

our students have changed with them.

Today, the ability to reason effectively about
what one reads and writes should be a pri-
mary goal of Amencan education—for all

students at every age.
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n a nation as diverse as this, it is impor-
tant to ensure that young péoplé from all
groups within the society have an equal
opportunity to become litérate. Data from
the most recent national assessments indi-
cate that there aré two groiips who are par-
ticularly at risk for school failure if they do
not receive additional éducational attention:
childrén and young adults who are mem-
bérs of particular minority groups, and
those who lack home support for literacy.

Children and Young Adults
from Minority Groups

To What extent are cIuIdren and yozmg

American society learning to be literate?

Certam rnmonty groups have hlstorlcally

been at a disadvantage thhm American

society. In order to examine how such

groups : are farlng NAEP has looked sepa-

rately at the achxevemem of Riack and His-

panic students, in comparison with their

White classmates:* The relevant scores for

reading and writing proficiency of children

*NAEP has lu'm(ed m.(ormauon on the performarcu of Asian-
Americar s s(udems However, results from The W uing Report
Carg indicate that their performance is comparable to that of
their White classmates.

22
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3.1. At all three grade levels; Hispanic
and Black students read and write far
The differences in achieévement between
the two minority groups are small, though
Hispanic students perform slightly bettér at
all grades than do their Black countéerparts.
Hisparnic young adults, on avérage, per-

Figure 31. Average Reading and Writing
Lievels for Black, Hispanic, and White
Students and Young Adulits

Average Reading Proficiency

56’6%

ééo_—“ "

300

2501

200

,,5'@? 195{(1) 241(1) 268(2) 263(2)
Hispanic 201¢1) 2421} 270(2) 287(5)
White 225(1) 267(1) 296(1) 314(2)

1502 1 | | |
e%

rrT T
Grade Grade Grade Young
4 § 11 Aduit
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form about midway between their Black
and White peers.

For the most par?, young adults show
higher reading performance than dz
eleventh-grade students. Although Black
young adults, on average, do not show
improved performance compared to Black
in-school students at grade 11, those who

The estiraated population means are presenited with their stan-
dard errors shown ifi parentheses. It can Se said With 85 percerit
certainty tha. ihe mean reading or writing leval of th.é population
of interest i8 within the interval £2 ctandard errars. Mearis and
standard errors have hoen rounded.
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receive postsecondary schooling read
tricre proficiently than those who do riot.
Among young Black aind Hispanic adults,
however, even those who are collége edu-
cated retain their disadvantage relative to

their White age-mates.

Another way to think aboiit the perfor-
matice of these miiriority young adiilts is to
compare ii to the average performance of
students at the three grade levels assessed
by WAEP. Black yourg adults, on average,
read shghtly better than exghth grade stu-
derts nationally, and I-Ixspamc young & dults,
on average, read slightly less well than
elevernth-grade studer.ts nationally. The
results by grade level are sum:ma -ized in
Ta.ble 3.1 Although \here isa dlscrepancy

in the perfm mar.ce of youlg adults in the

two minority groups, clearly | both read sub-

stanua lly less well than their White age-

mates and are at a considerable disadvan-

tage in situatiors that cal} for more

advanced literacy skills:

. it shonid be siressed tnat the distributions
of performance overlap considerably for
the White; Black; and Hispanic populations.
Some Black and Hispanic children and
young adults are among the best readers
and writers, and some White children and
young adulis are among the nation's
poorest readers and writers. However, the
obvious inequities for our naticn's minority
students must not be ignored. As a group;
Black and Hispanic students are well
behind White students by grade 4; and
the difference is not made up even for
those who attend college.

Most young adults feel that then' liter-

acy skills are appropriate for their
preserit jobs,; but marny Black and His-




Tabie 3.1 Pexcent of Black; Hispanic, and
White Young Kdults At or Above Aver-
age 4th-; 8th-; and 11th-Grade Reading
Levels on the NEEP Scale

[ Biack | Hispanic | White
Grade 11 (289) 31% 52% 68%
Grade 8 (261) 53 7 85
Grade 4 (213) B2 | @ 96
L 1

panic young aduits also recognize the
importance of impruving these literacy
skills if they are to obtain better jobs.
#bout 70 percent of the Black and 60 per-
cent of the Hispanic young adults feli the
need for additional reading and writing
skills, in contrast with 36 percent of their
White age-mates. Simila:ly, 79 percent of
the Black and 69 percent of the Hispanic
young adults e'xp”e'ct to obtain more literacy

they recogm7e the need to remedy 1t

To what extent kave these gaps in pérfor-
mance béen reduced during the past
decade?

Results from assessments of readmg

proficxency between 1971 and 1984 indi-
cate that schools have had somie success
in reducing disparities in perfbrmance,
by improving the achievement of at-risk

maitiority studetits without i'educmg the

achieveriient of the majority. For exam-

ple, in 1971 close to one-third ofthe Black

chlldren assessed at age g lacked even
rudlmentary readmg skills: In 1984; this had

been reduced to 16 percent During the

same period, the percentage of White

26
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8- year olds lackmg such sklllS was also

reduced; from 6 to 4 percent The reading
prof1c1ency of Hlspamc students was not

separately assessed until 1978, but since

then the percentage lac}\tng rudimentary
skills has been reduced from 18 to 12

percent:

mmorlty grou}n who showed adept 1edd-

ing skills also increased across this time

period; though the gap between their per-

formance and that of their White age-imates

remains quite large In 1971, only 7 percent

of the Black 17- -year- -olds read at the adept

level, compared to 41 percent of the White

students. By 1984; this had mcreased to 16

percent for Black 17-year- olels in contrast
to 45 percent for White students: Between

1975 and 1984 the percentage of Htspamc

17-year-olds reading at the adept tevel also
increased; from 13 to 20 percent:

Changes in writing achxevemem have

been less consistent and less encourag-

ing. As was true of reading achievement,

the difference in wr1t1ng achtevement

between White and at-risk minority stu-
dents seems to be diminishing at age 9: In
recent assessments; White 9-year-olds
showed mixed patterns of performance
over time, whereas the performance of His-
panic 9-year-olds improved on ali tasks
analyzed in 1984. Black 9-year-olds also
improved comparatively more than their
White age-mates from 1974 to 1979, but did
not continue to close the gap in the 1980s:
Atages 13 and 17, however, the writing
performance of Black and Hispanic students
has remained consistently below that of
White students; with no evidence that the
difference is narrowing. In spite of the

e A,
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gains that have been made, there are still
serious disparities in thé educational attain-
ment of these groups.

Children Without Home Support
for Literacy

To what extent do children adopt the liter-
acy practices of their homes?

The developent of literacy is not solely
a function of schooling. Some studems live
in communities and homes that foster liter-
acy activities; others live in Communmes
and horties where literacy activities occur
less frequently.

Across a variety of assessments, for .

example, NAEP results conmstently show

that students from advantaged urban com-

munities read and write far better than do

those from dlsadvantaged urban communi-

ties. Similarly, the results show a consistent

relationship between the educationat envi-
ronmerit of the home and hteracy achieve-

mert. Chxldren :md young aduilts whose

parents have more education and those

with access to more reading 1 materials in

the home read, write; and reason more

less-well-educated parents and fewer

reading materiais.

zxgure 3.2 relates reading and writing
performance to parents’ level of education.
The resuits are typlcal of those for such.
other measures as number of books in the
home and variety of literacy activities. Chll—
dren with home support for Literacy ténd to
fééd ahd write more frequentiy for a wider

their literacy SklllS.
28, “%
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e
Figure 3.2. Average Reading and Writing
Proficiency Levels by Level of

Parental Education

Average Reading Proficiency
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K Good Start in School

Preschool and the early elementary =

grades seem particularty important in set-
ting the pattern of a student's academic
career. A good start is self-reinforcing;
providing a solid base of skills on which
later achievement can continue to build.

29 .
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THe estimated pépﬁii(iéﬁ means are preeen(ed with their sfan-
dard errors shown in parentheses. It can Le said with 98 percent

/ Grade 11
o A -+ Grade 8
200 /

A Grade 4
150 —
111992)  215(1)  227(1)
8 189(2) 202(1) 213(1)
- 4 143(3)  154(1)  166(1)
1002, L i
0 =T =1 T
o 37 & PSS
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NAEP reading data indicate thata
good start in school may have con-
ciency of minority students, Gains madé
by 8-yeadr-olds in the 1970s (after the intro-
duction of early intervention programs

30 .
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such as Head Start) were maintained when
their birth cohorts were reassessed at ages
13 and 17. However, Black nine-year-olds in
the most recent assessment showed no fur-
ther improvement in reading skills relative
to the previous assessment, ar d Hispanic
children showed little if any .mprovement.
This leveling off in perfor:aance could sug-
gest that homes and schools are not provid-
ing enough early support to continué to
Clbéé thé gép in 'p'érforméncé:'énd this

Conclusion

It is clear that in America, children from
some groiups are less likely to become lit-
erate than are children from cthers. Black
children, Hispanic children, children living
in disadvantaged urban communities, and
those whose parents have low levels of
education are at particular risk for future

educational failure. Further, once these chil-
dren begin their schoolmg at a disadvan-
tage, they are urlikely to catch up. Black
students appear to be in partlcular jeop-
ardy because as ‘young adults they tend to
have comparanvely poorer llteracy skllls

than do other groups. As acountry we

know these dlgparmes exist and thatithey

are detrlmental to our soc1ety It is time to

ensure that these chlldren get the good

start they need; it is a cruciat step toward

eradlcat;ng unequal educationat opportuni-
ties from our schoois:

e
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= of Instruction

Eformance levels are interesting

benchmarks, telling us how well we are
doing—Dbut they do not explain the causes
of our successes and failures, nor do they
help us understand what can be done to
raise the level of literacy in America.
Although NAEP data do not establish cause
and effect, it is informative to examine the

relationship between particular instruc-

tional emphases and achievement in read-
ing and writing:

Instruction Does Matter

A variety of fina..igs in recent assess-
ments suggest that instruction does indeed
make a difference. As we have already
seen in Chapter 2, on average, reading .nd
writing performance improves with amount
of schooling. And, as reported in Chapter 3,
groups of students who do well in tne early
grades are likely to continue to do well in
later years. An early advantage may pay
continuing dividends.

The national assessments of the perfor-
mance of children in school have also exam-
ined a few general aspects of their educa-
tional expérience, such as the amount of
homework théy havé completed recently,
the number of pagées of reading they have
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done for school; and the number of writing

assignments completed: Results for

eleventh graders from the most recent

assessments are summarized in Figure 4.1.
The findings indicate a consistent; posi-
tive relationship between the amount of
schoolwork and achievement in both
reading and writing. (The lower achieve-
ment for large numbers of reports and
essays reflects the performance of less able
students who tend te be given a 'grea'tei'
fmdmgs are conSIStent with recent calls for
increasing the emphasis on traditional aca-
demic studies; particularly at the high school

. S

Work Io,r,Schgol at Grade 11 and Readmg
and Writing Proficiency

7 Average Réadin'g Proficiency

350
300 — ———
S
250
4 27801) 287m 291(1) 294(1) 300(1)
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HOMEWORK PER DAY
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level. They make sense: Students who study

harder are likely to become more literate
than those who do not.

The Concern with Effective Reasoning

As educators and the general pubhc

have become more concerned with stu-
dents’ lack of abitity to think critically about

the materials they read and write, they have

begurn to encourage schools to focus more
intensively on the development of effective
reasoning skills. One manifestation of this
concern has been a greater emphasis on

what students do as they read and write;

d yulation means are presen(ed with their
1own in parentheses. It can be said with 95 pert‘en(

ean reading or writing level of the populaiion

of interest is within the interval £2 8tardard errors. Means and
standard errors have been rounded.

Average Writing Achievement

400z
366“ —
250
L5 iy 24i2) 28(1)222(1) 227(2)
T
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Figure 41 (Cont} Relationsh'r Between
Amount of Work for School at Grade 11

and Reading and Writing Proficiency

Average Reading Proficiency
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dard errora sh 1
certainty thatther \ reading or Wiitirig 1evel of the popalation
of interest is within the interval +2 standard errors. Means and
standard errors have been rounded. [

Average Writing Achievement
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this is usually discussed as ''process-
oriented"’ instruction, since it focuses on the
processes that occur over time as people
read and write,

Procesz-oriented 1nstrnctlon in wrmng is
usually considered a partlculariy useful

way to dev elop effective reasonuug SklllS.

because wriling requires focused attention

and leaves a permanent record of the stu-
dent's reasoning. In this context, teachar
of English have be en encouraged to éﬁénd
more time on individual writing assign-
ments, and teachers of other subjects have
beern asked to include writing activities as
part of their curricula. These emphases have
had some &ffect, in that time spent ca writ-
ing instruction has incréaseéd. When stu-
dents in 1974 were asked how much time
they spent in English ¢lass on writing
instruction, almost alf (48 percent) of the
17-year-olds reportzd little or none. A
decade later, only one third (35 pércent)
reported little or no timé spent vn writing
instruction.

These changes 1n 1nstructlon may not

in readlng and wrmng performance across

the 1970s and 1980s indicates that 9-, 13-,
and 17- -year- olds today are only sllghtly

morehterate than their predecessors.

Trends in writing achleverretrit betwéen
1974 and 1984 show that, at best, perfor-
marice in 1984 had recovered to earlier lev-

els after some . dropplng off in the middle of
the decade: Reading proflclency improved

across time at all three ages, but these gains

were concentrated at lower pl’OflClel’lcy

levels rather than reﬂectlng substantial

increases in the ability to reason effectlvely

about what was being read:
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Why have these instructional reforms had
little effect?

To some extent the trends across Ilme

may reflect a general lack of attention to

helping students reason effectively about

what and how they #re readmg and wntmg

The decade of the 1970s in pamcniar was
an era of emphasis o the 'basics,'’ which
ofien requlred only surface understanding.
As ass2ssment results indicate, schools
have been quite successful in developing
students’ abilities to read and write at such
a surface tevel: Yet the ablllty to under-
stand at a surface level is only one compo-
nent of literacy, and exclusive emphasis on
the basics may be delaying attention te
helping students develop effective reason-

ing skills.

Recent reform movements emphasizing
the teaching of reasoning as part of literacy
education (particularly as represented by
the process approaches to reading and
writing instruction) may have also gone
somewhat astray. The 1984 assessmernt
asked students a large number of questions
about the instruction they had received and
related their responses to their reading and
writing achievement. Many of the relation-
ships were encouraging: Higher achieve-
mernt was associated with reading and writ-
ing movre fregueritly, with more response.
from the teacher, and with less focus on the
final product (when there is no opportumty
to pondeér and make use of the suggestions
in thougthitfiil ways). Also, students who used
procéss-oriented writing strategles—plan-
ning, revising, editing—wrote better:

B However, a variety of teaching approaches
that are specifically meant to encourage
students to pay more attention to the pro-

B Y
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cess of reading and writing were less clearly
related to achievement. Results for a scale
based on a variety of aspects of process-
oriented writing instruction are sunima-
rized in Figure 4.2. Students who reported
their teachers emphasized process-oriented
approaches (including téachers’ sugges-
tions to make notes before writing, get

Figure 42. Average Writing Achievement
for Students in Grades 4, 8, and 11

by Extent of Process-Oriented
Teaching Activities

400 z,

250
p O p————+ GRADE 11
500 — b GRADE 8
] T 4———{ GRADE 4
150
11 216(2) 22001) 2202)
8 204(1) 207(1) 203(2)
4 160(2) 158(2) 153(3)
1002, I [ i
0 S | T

LOW MODERATE HIGH
EXTENT OF PROCESS-ORIENTED TEACHING ACTIVITIES

The estimated population means are presented with their stan-
dard errors shown in parentheses. It can be said with 95 percent
certainty that the mean reading or writing level of the population
of interest is within the interval 2 standazc errors. Means and
standard errors have been rounded.
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responses from classmates whlle wrrtmg
and wrltemultlple drafts) wrote no betier
than those who reported littte or no process

instruction:

There is no comparable scale available for
thé reading assessment but results for indi—
of suich teachmg approaches as having stu-
dents darniswer their own questions about what
they read, take notes, and learn how to find
the main idea of a paragraph were incon-
sistently and somctimes even negatlvely
related to reading proficienc (Figure 4. 3).

Such mstructlonal activities have been at
the heart of recent calls for reform in the

teaching of reading and writing: That they

are not pos1t1vely related to achievement
may suggest that although they have been

used; they may have been discussed and

1mplemented in a superficial way or pri-

marily used with the weaker students who

need extra attention.

ﬁt 1ts best, msh:uc';on in reading and
Wﬁﬁﬁé processes provides students
with powerful strategies for thinking
about what they are doing. Howevey; if
Eiiéﬁ éEiiiiiiiés iiéifé Bééii iﬁééiiﬁiéiréié&
actual reading and writing. tasks, and
without teaching students how to use
them to advantage in their own reading
and writing; the potential of such activi-
ties to improve student performance _
may have been unwittingly subverted.

W
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Flgure 43 Rélationships Between Use of

Reading Process Activities and

Reading Proficiency
500 >
350~
300 e —
T Grede 11

p— ¢ Grade 8

2501
4 Gradeé 4
200 -

1 204(3) 289(2)  286(2)

8 257(2)  261(2)  255(2)
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Never Sometime Always
QUESTIONS ANSWEREE

Slmply prov1dmg students With éxposure to
new activities may not be enougli to ensure
they learn how to use these skills effec-
tively for 1mprov1ng their reading, writing,
and reasomng Studems  may need to have
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The estimated population means axe presented with their stan-
dard errors shown in parentheses. It car be said *ith 95 percent
certainity that the mean reading or writing level of the population
of interest is within the interval 2 standard errors. Means and
standard errors have been rounded.

5062/

3507

300 r

\0 Grade 11

[ 1] ]

2507 "~ Grade 8
. \0 Grade 4
200

11 297(2) 288{2) 274(3)

8  267(2) 258(2)  243(2)
o 4 226(1)  219(2;  208(1)
1502 | [ |

0 | T T

slever  Sometime Always
HELP WITH MAIN IDEA

how to use sucli epproaches, to have more
practice in usirny ihem to solve problems in
their own reading and writing, and to be
evaluated in a manner that allows them to
use the skills they develop:

42
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Flgure 43 (Cont) Relationships Between

Use of Reading Process Activities and

‘Reading Proficiency
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Conclusion

Schools do make a dlfference an early
start appropriate instruction, and the
enphasis on academic leammg reflected in
appropriate schoolwork and homework all

contribute to young people s developing

literacy skills: But schools do not and cannot

work alone home influences have a power-

ful effect on literacy achievement: Educa-
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The estimated population means are presented with their stan-
dard errors shown in parentheses. It can be said with 95 percent
cestainty thatthe mean reading or writing level of the population
of interest is within the interval =2 standard errors. Means and
standard errors have been rounded. .
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Never Sometime Always
SELF-QUESTION WHILE READING

tional reform movements that focus exclu-
sively on changes in schooling and

instruction may be limiting their own influ-
ence: The most successful programs may
be those that include the home and commu-
nity; involving adults in self-improvement
as well as enlisting their support in the
development of literacy in their children.
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Recommendations

Gur eXéfninatidri df thé deVéldpmérit of
cesses and the failures of our schqols and,
Bﬁi éot:i ety. On the dne hand the léVélé 'o'f
and young adults are a remarLable nanonal
accomplishment in which we can all take
pride. On the other hand, children are not
learning the reasconing skills they need to
meet some of the changing demands of our
increasingly technological and complex
society; and there are still major disparities
in the educational attainment of various
groups. We have done well, but it is crucial
that we do bettér. Two iniportait initiatives
should concern us—as educators, as policy-
makers, and as a nation:

- We must provide targeted help for the

variety of at-risk populations to ensure that

gveryone has the opportunity to develop
the varied literacy skills necessary for full

and effective part1c1pahon in our society:

B We must modify our approaches so that

mcre children will learn to reason effec-

tively about what they read and write, giv-

ing them the thinking skills to analyze, elab-

olate upon, and extend the ideas with

which they are dealing.

46
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Achieving these goals will require system-
atic involvement from all levels of the potiti-
cal and educational system, as well as the
development of creative alternatives to cur-
rent approaches. To begin this process, we
offer the following recommendations.

What Can Be Done...

...by Policymakers

Progress in addressing these two major
corncerns will require a redirection of
résources a~d a redefinition of goals at
local, state, and natcnal levels. The follow-
ing areas require explicit attention from
policymakers:

Targeted Programs for At-Rlsk Popu-

dlscussed in this report are real and long—

standmg Children of at-risk mingcrities and
of the urban dlsadvantaged continue to be

caught ina pattern of poor achievement

that cannot be broken without more effec-

tive. efforts at honie and school We have

made progress in reducmg mequmes in

the past and can expect to continue to do

so if we improve our efforts in the future.

Programs for Adults: The literacy
practices of the home have a profound .
influence on children's achievement: There

is an mtergeneranonal effect on hteracy,

programs that are successful in improving
the performance levels of adults will have
payoffs in the achievement of their children
as well. In contrast; ignoring adult perfor-

mance may perpetuate a cycle of failure.
KAcademic Emphasis. The demands we

make on schools should reinforce the aca-

demic goals of educational nrograms.
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There is a temptatton to ask schools to do
too many things, many of which have little

to do with developing academic skills. When

priorities are set and resources allocated,
academic goals should be among the top
priorities.

face in our schoois cannot be solved stmply
by domg more of what we have done in the

past. Solving these probtem= will require

riew initiatives and new appr caches to

teacHer training; and the commiimentto
see them through: Universities, colleges of

gdiication, state departments of education,

local districts; and schools should be

encouragedto work together in addressing
teacher-training needs.

‘Indicators of School Success. If our

schools are to develop the advanced liter-
acy skills needed by all of our children, we
must use approprlate indicators in assess-
ing their success. In examining literacy, we

shouid use indicator~ that réflect students

ability to reason effectively about what fhey
have read or wrtt*en rather than relytng on

Assessments of wrtttng dchtevement for

example; should examine students’ ability

to organize and express their ideas and

should not be lirited to their ablhty o spell

or punctuate correctly. SlmllarlY assess-
ments of reading proficiency : should exam-

ine students’ ability to explain and defend

their judgments and interpretations.

...by Administrators

. Admlntstrators at the achool and district .
level can 1nst1tutechange both directly and
indirectly. They shouid support teachers

Who want to adopt instructional approaches
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and curriculum goals that will foster effec-
tive reasoning, and should take the lead in
encouraging such initiatives.

% Supporting Instructional Improve-
ment. Administrators are the key to suc-
cessfiil implemeéntation of new nstructional
approaches. They can ensure that such
efforts are sys’terrt'atic 'arid c’o’o’i'diriétéd énd
prlran, develop. and 1mp1ement effective
alternatives.

Curnculum Ob)ectxves. In addmon to
the facts that should be learned, curricilum
g)als need tc focus on the ‘ways ifl Which
new information is thought about ard used
Administrators can encourage teacliers of
all sub]ects to adhere to curriculum objec-

tives that focus o'1 the ways students think

about and use information when they read

and write:

Matenals Selectxon Instructtonal mate-

rials and their accompanying tests should

support student understanding beyond the

surface level. Administrators can initiate a

review in all subject areas of materials con-

sidered for adoption or currently used; to
ensure they reflect these emphases:

Comzmmxty Involvemem Local

projects that bring parents into the schools

and teachers into the commumty can
change the hteracy environments for at risk

children. Such initiatives can have a cumu-

lative effect; improving the home environ-

ment fo1 literacy and thus reachmg Chll—

dren who have not yet begun school as

well as those who already attend school:
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...by Teachers

The results of NAEP assessments of liter-
acy suggest that students need more prac-
tice in How to reason effectively in the
coiirse of their reading and writing. They
need this practice with a wide variety of
materials and for a wide range of purposes.
This suggests a need for teachers to reex-
amine a number of aspects of their instruc-
tional prograrmis:

B Depth of Coverage. If students are to
develop effective reasoning skills, they
need to deal in depth with the materials
ftiey are reading and writing: Students need
time to work on particular topics, and need
thoughi-provoking questions from teac et s
and other students to help them as they
refine and reformulate their initial under-
siandings. It may be necessary to cover
fewer topics, in order to provide time for
st..dents to explore particular topics in
more depth.

Bl Integration of Language and Literacy
egration ol Lang

Activities: Emphases in reading, writing,
and discussion should be consistent and
should support and reward effective rea-
soning. Students need to learn to explain
their ideas in ways that can readily be
understood by others.

B Variety of Literacy Experiences. Stu-
dents need the opportunity to develop their
skills in the context of a wide variety of lit-
sracy experiences. The differing levels of
performance from task to task in the NA EP
results reflect the fact that different tasks
pose differe.it problems and will lead to the
development of different skills. Students

need to learn to deal effectively with the full
range of purposes for reading and writing.

570 N &
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

l High Expectatxons Students are likely
to benefit from a classroom environment
where expectations are high and standards
are rigorous. Casual attitudes toward horme-
work and a de-emphasis of academic
achievement are related to lower achieve-
ment. This is true for groups of children that
do well in school as well as those that histori-
cally have been at risk for school faiture:

~ Our success in reducing disparities in
educanonal performance and in develop-
ing higher levels of literacy can influence
the future of the nation as a whole. It can
defme the ability of our next generations to
compete in the world economy. and may
even affect the quality of life they enjoy
W1th1n our own cournry Ouz specmc rec-

they. ﬁéiié never been implemented in a
systematic and coordinated way. Without
such actions many people will fail to develop
the hteracy skills they necd and want for

success in their wi rk and daily lives.
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