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The path to proficient reading begins well before children receive formal reading instruction in school and continues until they can recognize words accurately and with little effort.  Most normally developing readers develop accurate, effortless word recognition skills in the first few years of elementary school.  The period of time before formal reading instruction has come to be known as the period of emergent literacy.  From birth until the beginning of formal education (age five or six in the United States), children growing up in literate cultures accumulate knowledge about letters, words, and books.  How much literacy knowledge children acquire during this period depends on how much exposure they have to literacy artifacts and events as well as their interest and facility in learning.  At one end of the continuum are children from low-literacy homes who have little exposure to literacy artifacts and events as well as children who have language learning problems.  These children begin school without much literacy knowledge.  At the other end of the continuum are children from high-literacy homes who have the linguistic and cognitive skills to soak up knowledge about spoken and written language.  Particularly precocious children may enter kindergarten with relatively proficient word recognition skills.  


In this chapter, we will begin by considering the types of knowledge children from high-literacy homes acquire during the emergent literacy period.  In the second part of the chapter, studies will be reviewed that compare the early literacy experiences of children raised in high and low-literacy families.   The final part of the chapter will consider other factors that contribute to reading failure and the kinds of programs and changes in teacher education necessary take to prevent and reduce reading failure in this country.

Early Literacy Experiences

From birth until the beginning of formal education, children growing up in high-literacy families are exposed to a variety of literacy artifacts and literacy events.  The term "literacy socialization" has been used to refer to the social and cultural aspects of learning to read.  Van Kleeck and Shuele (l987) discuss three specific areas of literacy socialization: (1) literacy artifacts, (2) literacy events, and (3) the types of knowledge children gain from literacy experiences.  Children growing up in high-literacy families are surrounded by literacy artifacts from the time of birth.  Characters from nursery rhymes decorate walls.  Sheets and crib borders often have pictures and writing, alphabet blocks and books might be on the shelf, and T‑shirts often have slogans or city names printed on them.  In addition to the child's own possessions, homes are filled with books, newspapers, magazines, mail, pens, crayons, and writing pads.  Many homes will also have at least one computer.


Homes that contain lots of literacy artifacts inevitably have adults who frequently use these artifacts and want their children to use them as well.  Children raised in high-literacy families are thus exposed to many literacy events from which they can learn not only the purposes of print, but also specific information about the sounds, letters, and words that comprise texts.  The most frequent literacy event children participate in is joint book reading. In 1985, the Commission on Reading of the National Academy of Education called joint book reading "the single most important activity for developing the knowledge required for eventual success in reading" (p. 23).  In high-literacy homes, parents begin reading to their children as soon as babies are born.  In some families, mothers may even begin reading to their unborn fetuses.  Reading to infants and young toddlers does not teach them to read, but it does teach children that books are important to the adults in their world and that lots of talk surrounds books.  They may also realize that their parents work hard to get and keep their attention on these curious objects and delight in their slightest attempts to participate.  Before babies can even talk, they may be turning pages of books and spending considerable time looking at pictures in books and, even with babies, parents label pictures, actions, events, and relate the information in the book to the child's life (van Kleeck, 1995).  


As infants get older, parents gradually introduce input that is more cognitively demanding.  For example, Snow and Goldfield (1981) showed that parents decreased their labeling and increased discussion of events as their children got older (2;6 to 3;6).  As children mature, they are also expected to play more of an active role in the book reading activity.  One way children become more active is their ability to respond to so-called "test questions."  Heath (1982), for example, found that there were three kinds of information children learned to talk about during book‑reading routines: (l) what explanations, (2) reason explanations, and (3) affective explanations.  Learning to respond to these kinds of questions prepares children for the types of questions they will encounter from teachers and on tests once they enter school.  


Children from high literacy families often have a lot of help in learning to respond to test questions and provide various kinds of explanations about what they read.  Parents who are attuned to their child's developmental level will provide questions and answers that the child can understand.  As children get older, the process of "sense making" becomes more of a shared enterprise (Heath, 1982; van Kleeck, 1995).  One important characteristic of this shared enterprise is that children learn how to ask questions about the texts they are reading.  The answers they receive to their questions are a key source for the development of conceptual knowledge and reasoning skills during the preschool years.  Another important source for conceptual and reasoning skills is the books themselves, which become more sophisticated and complex as children get older.


Joint book reading not only fosters conceptual and reasoning skills, it also exposes children to specific components of print and book conventions.  This exposure often leads to children wanting to learn more specific information about print, such as letter names and the sounds associated with them.  In some cases, the literacy artifacts and joint book reading activities may lead preschoolers to the discovery of the underlying alphabetic principle--that words consist of discrete sounds and that these sounds are represented by letters in print.  

Caveat

Despite the common-sense appeal of the importance of joint-book reading, there is some controversy in the literature about the actual impact joint book reading has on early reading ability.  The controversy was set in motion by Scarborough and Dobrich's (1994) review of three decades of research on the influence of joint book reading on language and literacy development.  The observed effects in this research were quite variable within and between samples.  Indeed, preschool joint-book reading experiences accounted for only 8% of the variance in young school-aged children's literacy skills.  Based on these findings, Scarborough and Dobrich suggested that demographic, attitudinal, and skill differences in preschoolers made stronger direct contributions to early reading success than joint book reading.


Scarborough and Dobrich's (1994) conclusions have been challenged by several researchers.  Lonigan (1994), for example, makes the point that the small direct effects of reading to preschoolers may have larger long-term consequences on children's reading abilities.  In other words, earlier exposure to print will likely result in more language and literacy experiences that will foster the development of a range of cognitive and linguistic skills that in turn will lead to more advanced reading achievement.  In support of this claim, Lonigan cites a study by Jorm, Share, Maclean, & Matthews (1984) in which two groups of kindergarten children were matched on measures of verbal intelligence and sight word reading but differed in phonological skills.  At the beginning of first grade, the group that had better phonological skills was four months more advanced in reading than the other group and 9 months more advanced by the beginning of second grade.  


Scarborough and Dobrich's findings were also challenged by Bus, Ijzendoorn, and Pellegrini (1995). Using a quantitative analysis to review a more extensive body of studies, these investigators found evidence that joint-book reading does have a direct impact on learning to read.  There were hardly any studies with negative effects.  Although book reading only explained about 8% of the variance in the outcome measures, the effect size of .59 was fairly strong.  Importantly, the effects were not dependent on the socioeconomic status of the families.  Even in lower class families with low levels of literacy, book reading affected literacy skills.  Because book reading seems to make the start of school easier, it is particularly important for children from low SES families. 


It is not surprising that there is not a linear relationship between joint-book reading and early reading ability.  There must be a point or threshold where more joint reading has little additional impact on reading ability.  As Scarborough and Dobrich (1994) note: "It might matter a great deal whether a preschooler experiences little or no shared reading with a responsive partner, but beyond a certain threshold level, differences in the quantity or quality of this activity may have little bearing" (p. 285).  


Another possible confounding factor in joint book reading studies is children's interest or facility in literacy activities.  A child (typically a boy) who does not want to sit still may get little out of joint book reading activities.  For such children, it is conceivable that too much shared reading might have some negative consequences because they may develop a negative attitude toward reading and other literacy events.  The possibility of the negative effects of book reading is an intriguing one.  Scarborough and Dobrich (1994, p. 295) use the analogy with eating broccoli to illustrate the possible consequences of a negative attitude.  Will serving broccoli to a child who dislikes it make the child into a broccoli lover or will it serve to reinforce and solidify the child's negative attitude?  There is some evidence that negative attitudes can impact on early reading ability.  Wells (1985), for example has found that 11% of preschoolers did not like being read to.  He also found that preliteracy knowledge scores at age 5 were strong predictors of subsequent reading achievement at ages 7 and 10 (Wells, 1985, 1986).  These preliteracy scores were significantly correlated with parental reports of the child's perceived interest in literacy (r = .45) as well as the degree of concentration exhibited when engaged in literacy experiences (r = .56) and the amount of time spent on literacy activities (r = .65).  


A positive attitude and motivation to read play an important role in how much preschool children learn about the form of printed language.  Most parents would probably not go out and buy phonics workbooks for their preschool children or play phonological awareness games unless their children enjoy these activities.  There must be a basic interest in language and literacy for children to seek out these activities.  This interest is sustained, however, by the ability to achieve high levels of success in these activities.    

Acquiring Specific Literacy Knowledge

As noted above, exposure to literacy artifacts and joint book reading activities contributes to and facilitates the learning of letter names, shapes, and sounds.  Letter recognition accuracy and speed have been shown to be significantly related to early reading ability (Adams, 1990). Letter recognition speed and accuracy are important for reading because the more time one spends identifying letters, the more difficult it will be to learn sound-letter correspondences and decode novel words.  Learning sound-letter correspondences depends on solid knowledge of letters.  Individuals who continue to have difficulty recognizing letters will inevitably have decoding problems which, in turn, will lead to comprehension difficulties and frustration with the whole reading process.   


The exposure to a variety of literacy artifacts, frequent joint book reading, and various experiences with letter names and sounds may lead some preschoolers to the discovery of the alphabetic principle.  The insight that letters stand for individual sounds in words requires knowing something about letters (e.g., their names, shapes, and sounds) and the awareness that words consist of discrete sounds.  Phoneme awareness, or more generally, phonological awareness, has received considerable attention in the last 15 years (cf. Adams, 1990; Blachman, 1989, 1994; Torgeson, Wagner, & Rashotte, 1994).  


The important role phonological awareness plays in learning to reading has sparked interest in identifying early indications of phonological sensitivity.  Children as young as two years old begin to show some appreciation of the sound system (e.g., van Kleeck & Schuele, 1987).  This awareness is seen in children's spontaneous speech repairs, rhyming behaviors, and nonsense sound play.  At the same time children are "playing" with sounds, they are also learning to recognize letters.  Interest in sounds and letters inevitably leads to interest in learning the correspondences between sounds and letters.  Much of this learning occurs in informal learning situations or in the context of "word games," such as naming all the words that begin with a particular letter.  The same children who enjoy these kind of games are also likely to enjoy writing and doing worksheets filled with exercises about letters, sounds, and their correspondences.  


There is no question of the significant role phonological awareness plays in learning to read.  Unfortunately, sometimes the importance of phonological awareness obscures the role more general language and cognitive abilities plays in becoming a proficient readers.  Recent studies (Catts, Fey, Zhang, & Tomblin, in press) indicate that general language abilities play a more important in early reading ability than previously thought.  The significant influence language and cognitive abilities have on reading performance after the third grade has never been in doubt (e.g., Hoover & Gough, 1990).  

Summary  


It should be apparent that children who grow up in high-literacy homes can learn a great deal about literacy during the emergent literacy period.  It is not uncommon for these children to enter kindergarten with the ability to recite the alphabet, recognize letters, use a typewriter or a computer, write their name and a few other words, and sight read a dozen or more written words.  It is also not uncommon for a precocious child who enjoys literacy activities to enter school with fairly sophisticated decoding skills.  


Children raised in high literacy homes also acquire considerable knowledge about language through their exposure to print.  Importantly, frequent experiences with print expose children to the more formal written language patterns.  Although Standard American English spoken in mainstream homes may be closer to written language, the differences between spoken and written language are not trivial (see Kamhi & Catts, 1999).  For children who grow up speaking a dialectal variation of Standard American English, early exposure to print should minimize the possible impact dialect differences may have on learning to read.  Early literacy experiences not only expose children to a wide variety of language forms and structures, they also increase the children's knowledge base and reasoning abilities.


Children who begin school with such extensive knowledge about literacy obviously have a considerable advantage over children who enter school without this knowledge and experience.  Reid Lyon (1998), the Chief of the Child Development and Behavior Branch of the National Institute of Health and Human Development, has estimated that about 5% of children enter school reading, while 20-30% learn to read relatively easily in any classroom regardless of the particular type of instruction.  For the remaining 60%, reading is a much more formidable task, and at least 20-30% of these children will have difficulty learning to read.  Not coincidentally, many of children in this latter group come from low-literacy homes.  

Early Literacy Experiences of African American Children

It is common knowledge that failure to read adequately is much more likely in poor, nonwhite, and nonnative speakers of English (Lyon, 1998).  Lyon cites figures from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (1994) showing that in California, 59% of fourth grade children had little or no mastery of the knowledge and skills necessary to perform reading activities at the fourth grade level.  When this figure was broken down into ethnic/racial groups, 71% of African Americans, 81% of Hispanics, and 44%, white, and 23% of Asians were reading below basic levels.  Data such as these support the general notion that all children who are black and poor will have limited early literacy experiences and be poor readers.  A couple of landmark ethnographic (Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988) and descriptive studies (Teale, 1986) sought to dispel this notion.  


Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) went into the homes of five low-SES families whose children were successful in school and recorded the literacy events that occurred.  They found that the children engaged in a variety of literacy events and the parents did as well.  In a more descriptive study, Teale (1986) documented the numerous ways in which low-SES families used print.  Teale found that some children had considerable literacy experiences in the home whereas other children had relatively little.  Purcell-Gates, L'Allier, & Smith (1995) note that these studies have often been interpreted by educators as evidence that all children from low-SES homes experience varied uses of print in their daily lives.  This position is just as untenable, however, as the widely held notion that all low-SES children have limited early literacy experiences.  


Further evidence was apparently needed to support Teale's initial findings, so Purcell-Gates set out to obtain this evidence by recording the uses of print in the homes of 20 low-income families over a one-year period.  Ten of the families were African American, 7 were white, 2 were Hispanic, and 1 was Asian.  Researchers were present throughout the day, from when the children woke up until when they went to bed.  The families were told that the researchers were interested in the ways in which young children learn in the home-family context before they had formal schooling.  Nothing was said about the specific interest in literacy.   All literacy materials and instances of print were noted, and all uses of print by everyone in the home were recorded.  Samples of children's reading and writing were also obtained.  The focal children ranged in age from 4-6.  Below is a comparison of two African-American families, a low-literacy one and a high-literacy one.


Low-literacy family.  Mrs. Williams is a 33-year old African American mother of four children living in a one-bedroom public housing apartment that belongs to her mother.  She dropped out of school at 11th grade.  Her husband graduated from high school, but was now living in another state.  The focal child, Tina, was 4.  She attended a preschool program.  Mrs. Williams' sister and her two children also lived in the apartment.  All of the adults were unemployed.  Neighbors and other family members often visited, so conversation was a major activity in the home as is television.


The apartment contained few literacy materials.  There were 10 children's books and a children's dictionary, but no one was ever observed reading these books.  There were no examples of children's school work displayed in the apartment.  Adult reading material was limited to TV Guide and one women's magazine.  On two occasions when Mrs. Williams wanted to write something, she borrowed a pencil and piece of paper from the researcher.

There was approximately one literacy event for every 3 hours observed.  The most typical one was reading the cable TV listing as it scrolled across the screen.  There were few other literacy events. 


High-literacy family.  Ms. Augustine is a 32 year-old single African-American mother of five children, ranging in age from 4-13.  She graduated high school and attended business college for 8 months.  Her main source of income was public assistance.  The family lived in a 3-bedroom public housing apartment.  Print material was present in every room of the apartment.  There were over 100 books, including children's storybooks, adult novels, Bibles for a variety of ages, cookbooks, and schoolbooks.  There were also newspapers, magazines, and comic books.  Children's schoolwork as well as drawings and poems were displayed on the refrigerator and a bulletin board in the kitchen.  Homework was the major activity in the household.  Late evening was designated as homework time, but the children also went to the homework room in the housing complex.  The room was run by the parent association of the complex.  Mrs. Augustine was an active participant in the association.  Two public school teachers volunteered to help children with their homework while parents read stories to the younger children and helped the older children with various arts and crafts projects.


Mrs. Augustine read to her youngest child every day.  The older children read newspapers, magazines, and comic books.  The family engaged in 2.5 literacy events every hour.  Literacy events were not just tied to homework, but were also included during entertainment activities, such as writing names and captions on drawings.  Television viewing was limited and tended to be a planned activity.  


The findings from this study clearly demonstrate that there is wide variation in the degree to which print permeates the lives of innercity children, in both the extent to which family members use print and the types of print being written and read.  Comparing a high and low literacy family can give the false impression that there is an equal number of low-SES families at each end of the continuum.  This is not the case as Purcell-Gates (1996) reported in considering data from all 20 families.  These families averaged less than one instance of actual reading and writing (.76) per hour, indicating that literacy was not an important aspect for most of the families.  In addition, the text read and written in these homes was usually at the phrase and clause level (as opposed to the discourse level) because cereal boxes, flyers, coupons, and TV notices were being read rather than books, newspapers, and magazines. 


Another important finding emerged from this study.  When the children began learning to read in school, all of the parents increased their level of involvement in their children's literacy learning.  Parents explicitly taught letters and words, read to their children, and interacted more directly with their children around print.  The increase in parent involvement does, however, minimize the differences between the families.  The more literacy experiences children had in the home, the more literacy knowledge they had when they enter school.  The children in high-literacy families were thus at a much higher level when they entered school than children in low-literacy homes, and the increased parent involvement served to maintain the advantage these children have over their peers from low-literacy families.


Purcell-Gates (1996) cautions that the picture she presents of low-SES families may be brighter than the one that truly exists.  This is because the families who agreed to participate in the study were probably not representative of the typical low-SES home.  All of the families in the study were interested in their children's learning and were comfortable enough with themselves as people and parents to let the researchers into their homes.  Many parents were also enrolled in literacy programs for themselves, thus showing an interest in improving their own literacy skills.  



Even if the picture Purcell-Gates paints of the early literacy experiences of low-SES families is overly optimistic, it still reflects the range of experiences encountered by inner-city African-American children.  Perhaps there are fewer literacy events in the average low-SES home and fewer high literacy families than the study would have us believe, but we do not need additional studies to tell us that the more literacy experiences children have before they get to school, the more easily they will learn to read.  This does not necessarily mean that children from high literacy homes will perform comparably to mainstream children on measures of reading achievement.  Performance on fourth grade reading achievements tests, the data cited earlier by Lyon (1998), is influenced by many other factors than the frequency and type of early literacy experiences.  Some of these factors are considered in the next section.

Other Factors that Impact on Reading

Why do African Americans consistently have higher rates of reading failure than whites and Asians and similar reading levels as Hispanics?   Having limited experiences with print before school certainly contributes to low literacy levels, but the nature of the relationship between early literacy experiences and early reading ability is not straightforward.  This is because a number of other factors are more directly related to early reading.  Lyon (1998), for example, identified four factors that hinder reading development irrespective of SES and ethnicity: (a) deficits in phoneme awareness and the development of the alphabetic principle,  (b) deficits in acquiring and using reading comprehension strategies, (c) interest and motivation in reading, and (d) the inadequate preparation of teachers.  Limited early literacy experiences can account for problems in the first three areas.  The problems caused by inadequate preparation of teachers and the poor instruction that results clearly has no relation to early literacy experiences. results.  


Phoneme awareness.  As mentioned earlier in this chapter, there is a wealth of research showing the strong relationship between phoneme awareness and early reading ability (cf. Torgesen, 1999).  Measures of phonemic awareness skills assessed in kindergarten and first grade can predict with 80-90% accuracy who become good readers and who will have difficulty learning to read (Lyon, 1998).  This means that most poor readers have poor phonological awareness skills and since a large proportion of poor readers are low-SES minority children, these children would be expected to perform poorly on measures of phoneme awareness.  Few studies have looked specifically at phonological awareness in African American children.  An interesting study by Chaney (1994), however, found that the quantity of family literacy experiences for 43 three-year-old children was significantly related measures of general language development, metalinguistic awareness, and knowledge about print.    African American children from the two lowest income groups made up 35% of the sample.  The low SES African American children were more likely to have lower language levels than the high SES white children, but when income level was controlled, race had no impact on the quantity of family literacy experiences.


This study points out the close relationship between early literacy experiences, general language ability, and metalinguistic awareness.  The metalinguistic measures included five tasks that evaluated phonological awareness, five that evaluated word awareness, and two that assessed structural awareness.  The relationship between early literacy experiences, language, and phoneme awareness was examined more closely in a recent study by Senechal and her colleagues (Senechal, LeFevre, Thomas, & Daley, 1998).  These investigators examined whether storybook exposure and the amount of specific literacy teaching were related to oral and written language skills.  Oral language skills included receptive vocabulary, listening comprehension, and phoneme awareness whereas written-language skills included concepts about book reading, alphabet knowledge, reading CVC words, and invented spelling.  Parents of 110 4- to 6-year-old children completed an extensive questionnaire that included questions about their children's experiences with storybook reading and the frequency of teaching behaviors.  The principal finding of the study was that storybook reading only predicted oral language skills whereas parent teaching only predicted written language skills.  


Taken together, the findings of this study and Chaney's indicate that the relationship between early literacy experiences, language, phoneme awareness, and ultimately, reading ability is not as straightforward as some researchers make it appear (e.g., Lyon, 1998).  This does not diminish the importance of phoneme awareness abilities on early reading ability, but it raises questions whether early literacy experiences lead directly or indirectly (mediated by more general language knowledge) to phoneme awareness.  These points notwithstanding, it is clear that children raised in low SES homes are more likely to have fewer literacy experiences and lower levels of performance on measures of language and phoneme awareness.  


Reading comprehension strategies.  Reading comprehension depends heavily on language comprehension abilities and world knowledge.  Word recognition skills can be excellent, but if children have limited vocabulary, background knowledge, and have difficulty making inferences and integrating information, they will surely experience reading difficulties.  There is no shortage of studies showing that a disproportionate number of African American children perform below the mean on measures of language and reasoning (cf. Kamhi, Pollock, & Harris, 1996; Labov, 1997).


Motivation.  Motivation and interest are significant factors in aiding or limiting the amount of improvement a child makes in reading (Lyon, 1998).  Children who experience difficulty learning to read often attempt to avoid reading, but proficient reading depends to some extent on the amount of reading one does.  The less a child reads, the less opportunity there will be for improving reading skills.  Prevention and early intervention program are critical to counter the predictable decline in motivation that occurs as children get older (Lyon, 1998).


Inadequate preparation of teachers.  As we have learned more about the factors that influence reading, it has become clear that inadequately prepared teachers is one of the major reasons many children raised in low-SES homes never achieve normal reading levels.  Most teachers receive little formal training in reading development and disorders.  According to Lyon (1998), surveys of the few reading courses teachers take indicate that (a) the coursework is superficial and unrelated to teaching practice, (b) supervision of student teaching is fragmentary and inconsistent, and (c) there is little opportunity to observe instructional reading methods.  Teachers also have little or no background in language development, phonetics, and cognitive development and thus have little knowledge of the importance of phonemic awareness, language abilities, and reasoning skills for reading.  As a result, when children experience difficulty learning to read, teachers are not able to identify the sources for this difficulty.  Teachers may incorrectly assume that the child just isn't working hard enough or is not paying attention when the real problem may be that the child needs some direct instruction in basic literacy knowledge (e.g., letter names, phoneme awareness, sound-letter correspondences, vocabulary, and so forth).  Summary

There are many diseases, disorders, and handicaps where the causes are unknown or if they are known, there is little to do about them.  This is not the case for reading problems.  We

know the kinds of knowledge and skills children need to learn to read.  We know that children raised in high literacy homes will rarely have difficulty learning to read.  We know that language knowledge, particularly phonological knowledge, is a significant determiner of early reading ability.  We also know that most teachers and special educators do not have the knowledge or training needed to significantly reduce the high rate of reading failure in the schools.  The fact that we know so much about reading means there is no shortage of ideas about how to prevent and reduce reading failure.  A sampling of these ideas is presented in the next section.

Preventing Reading Failure

When the cause of a problem is known, prevention becomes a possible goal.  If we know that a toxic substance causes a particular disease, there are two ways to prevent the disease.  Inform people that they must avoid the toxic substance or eliminate the toxic substance from the environment.  Preventing this disease is relatively simple, but what if prevention involves doing something rather than not doing something?  We know certain lifestyles and diets increase the risk of heart disease.  Reducing the risk of heart disease does not simply involve avoiding certain foods or stressful situations, it requires a change in lifestyle that will include regular exercise and a low-fat diet.  Preventing heart disease is much more difficult than preventing a disease caused by a toxic substance because people must do something to reduce the risk of a heart disease.


Reading failure is a lot like heart disease because it requires doing something different to reduce the risks.  Children need to have frequent early literacy experiences in the home and preschool and have knowledgeable teachers once they enter school.  In order to improve family literacy experiences, families not only must be convinced of the important link between literacy experiences and reading achievement in school, they must also be shown how to provide these experiences to their children.  This is not a trivial task as Gadsden and others have shown (Gadsden, 1994; Edwards, 1995).  It may be relatively easy to enhance the content of parent-child interactions and increase the literacy experiences in the home, but these changes do not always lead to noticeable improvements in children's language or reading levels (cf. DeGaryshe, 1992; Morrow, O'Connor, & Smith, 1990).  Gadsden (1994) in her review of family literacy research, found that few studies addressed the relative impact of family literacy programs.  Most of the programs have provided "how to" information rather than information about whether the child and their families considered the programs effective, useful, or appropriate.  Gadsden argues that family literacy should be conceptualized broadly as a lifelong activity that may change as needs change.  An inherent component of this broad view is that the family is an educational community in which shared learning occurs.  Gadsden (1994) is optimistic that effective family literacy programs can be developed if these programs move beyond focusing on the purposes and functions of literacy and provide intensive instruction and support as well as address broader issues about the role of literacy in the home, schools, workplace, and community.


Improving teachers' knowledge and skills in reading instruction is no less daunting than changing family literacy practices.  The educational community recognizes the need for change, but bringing about such change has proven to be very difficult.  In order for teachers to have the necessary coursework in language and reading, teacher certification requirements will have to change.  In most states, the certification offices do not have formal or collaborative relationships with academic departments or colleges of education.  This means that the requirements for a college degree may have little relationship with the requirements for a teaching certificate (Lyon, 1998).  Even more problematic is that university and State Department of Education teacher requirements do not include coursework in language and reading or the practicum experiences necessary to develop the skills needed to teach children to read.


Improving the preparation of teachers requires a major change not only in the education curriculum and requirements, but also in the preparation and skills of the professors who teach the language and reading courses.  The preparation of professors can be improved by having them take the language and reading courses taught in departments of psychology, linguistics, speech-language pathology, and English.  Certification requirements need to be more flexible to allow students at all degree levels to take advantage of high quality non-education courses in language and reading.

Reducing Reading Failure

Although prevention of reading failure should be the primary goal of any long-range program, for many children it is already too late to prevent reading failure.  The combination of being raised in a low-literacy family and having poor instruction is too much to overcome.  For these children, reducing the magnitude and extent of reading failure is the best we can do.  Numerous program have been developed to improve reading levels of at-risk children.  The Department of Education and the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development have been funding projects for over 30 years that have proven to be effective in improving reading levels of at-risk children.  


Beginning in the Johnson era, considerable money was spent to develop programs to improve academic performance in low SES children.  Most the efforts involved highly structured, isolated skills instruction in reading, with little attention given to writing (Strickland, 1994).  Although basic skill instruction improved standardized test performance improve), it placed an unintended ceiling on learning.  Rising test scores began to level off and children appeared to actually stop learning.  The problem with basic skills learning became clear.  Children might be able to perform well on tests that measured discrete skills, but they were unable to use the information they had learned to solve other problems, think for themselves, or critique their own work.


In recent years, literacy programs have focused on improving early literacy experiences, family literacy practices, and teaching specific literacy knowledge, such as phoneme awareness (e.g., Carnine, Silbert, & Kameenui, 1997; Edwards, 1995; Lindmood & Lindamood, 1998).  The success of these programs suggests that it is possible to reduce the current high rate of reading failure.  Although no two programs are exactly alike, there are some basic principles that should underlie efforts to reduce reading failure.  A few years ago, Strickland (1994, pp. 331-335) provided an excellent list of such principles and recommendations to improve literacy of African American children and other at-risk populations.  A sampling of these recommendations is provided below.


1.  Provide literacy programs with an emergent literacy perspective that values children's knowledge and recognizes that like all children, African American children come to school eager to learn and please teachers.


2.  Use instructional strategies and observational techniques that allow children to demonstrate what they know.  Use this information to increase linguistic awareness and knowledge of the world.


3.  Initiate family literacy programs in which adults and children treat reading as a cooperative social experiences.  At the very least, these programs should make books and other materials available to parents to use with their children.


4.  Start coordinated school and social service intervention programs to prevent reading failure.


5.  Encourage accelerated achievement for high achieving children.


6.  Use literacy programs that build on and expand children's language and culture.


7. Encourage the use of Standard American English (SAE) through exposure to a variety of oral and written texts and oral language activities.  Use of SAE should be viewed as language expansion and enrichment of the students' home language.


8. Give incentives to attract and keep the very best teachers and provide ongoing professional development for teachers to learn about the growing body of literature that provides new ways to raise the literacy levels of low-SES African American students and other at-risk populations.

To this list, we can add a few suggestions from Lyon that deal more specifically with improving reading performance (1998, p. 12).


9.  Preschool children should be able to name, recognize, and write the letters of the alphabet and spell words they hear without concern for accuracy.


10.  Kindergarten children should be able to recognize and print both upper and lowercase letters with reasonable ease and accuracy, become familiar with the basic purposes of reading and writing, and develop age-appropriate language comprehension skills.


11. Beginning reading programs should contain adequate instructional time to teach phoneme awareness skills, sound-letter correspondences, fluent decoding, and the development of comprehension strategies.

A Story in Search of an Ending



We clearly have the knowledge to teach most children to read.  In many places throughout the country this knowledge is being put to use to reduce reading failure and improve literacy levels of at-risk children.  Most of the developed countries have higher literacy rates than the United States.  Hirsch (1996) attributes higher literacy rates to the use of a core curriculum and preschool programs that make sure that disadvantaged children begin school with the same knowledge and skills as advantaged children.  Hirsch, like many other educators, feels that reading failure could be eliminated in this country if we use our knowledge and resources to make sure that every child is reading by the end of first grade.  Since the crystal ball is not working too well at the moment, here are two ending to the story, a happy one and a not so happy one.


The happy ending.  One day in the distant future, the ozone layer will no longer have large holes, major diseases will have been genetically eliminated, high-speed computers will translate thoughts to spoken words or print, and literacy problems will no longer exist in most societies.  In the early part of the 21st century, voice recognition software has become widely available in homes, schools, and work places.  The availability of computers that readily translated speech to written text has all but eliminated the need to learn how to write or spell.  Children still need to learn to read, but the proliferation of family literacy programs, high quality preschools, and well-trained language and reading teachers ensure that reading difficulties are limited to children with specific developmental disabilities or other handicapping conditions.  
The not-so happy ending.  Major diseases have been eliminated and technological advances have had a significant impact on life in developed countries, but global warming has led to extreme climactic and geographical changes in the world that have forced mass migrations from highly populated coastal regions.  With all of these changes, the division between have and have-nots has become even greater than it was at the end of the 20th century.  The level of literacy needed to function in the middle of the 21st is attained by only the most advantaged children.  As the criteria for functional literacy kept getting higher because of increasing technological advances, it was finally acknowledged that narrowing the gap between advantaged and disadvantaged children was an unrealistic and unattainable goal.  Education efforts and monies were redirected to programs that were career oriented rather than programs that attempted to improve basic skills such as reading.  As a result, children raised in disadvantaged homes usually end up in low-paying career tracks where the literacy demands are not that stringent.


Coda.  From our vantage point as we enter the 21st century, each of these scenarios seems plausible.  There are, of course, other plausible scenarios that fall in the middle of the two extremes we presented.  Like most people, we prefer happy endings over not so happy endings and, as clinicians and educators, we will do all we can to make the happy ending a reality.  One should expect no less from us, for any teacher who is not committed to improving reading levels should find another profession.  Yet, despite our inherent optimism, there is the gnawing sense of reality that reading failure will continue to be a significant problem in this country as long as family literacy programs and high quality preschools remain unavailable to most disadvantaged children and major changes do not occur in the preparation of teachers.
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