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Dole ignores progress 
in improving reading 
By Richard W. Riley 

I am pleased that Sen. Bob Dole has 
added his voice to those concerned alMut 
tbe reading skills of America's students. 
Clearly, nothing has a more fundamental 
impact on the success of our childrea in 
school and later life than their ability to 
read. 

Looking at the data, anyone would have 
to agree that there is urgent cause for coa-
cere. Par too many students at aU grade 
levels lack basic reading skills. However, 
while Sen. Dole claims that there has baea 
a meltdown in reading, the reality is more 
complex. While far too many U.S. stodeats 
score poorly in reading, the average scon 
among American fouith-graden wu the 
second-highest anoong 31 naUons partici­
pating in a recent international compari­
son, and our highest-achieving stndenta 
(those at the 90th percentUe and above> 
were rated the best in the world. Still, we 
clearly have a long way to go, especially 
with our country's most disadvaaUfii 
stu' Vnts. 

t other assertion Sen. Dole mekea ia 
dead wrooc. He stttes Uiat the UX D»' 
partmeat of Edacatioa has stood oa tia 
sideUaes whea it cooMe to reading. Ia faeî  
the departmeat has been a real lca4v ia 
efforts te improva America's read 
skills. 

The Title I program, which was reas 
rized with bipartisan support in the lOSri 
Congress at my and President Gintaa^ 
urging, provides vital funds to loeal 
schools to improve the basic and advanced 
skills of disadvantaged stodenSa. A greater 
share of this money goes iola ttat improva* 
ment of reading skills tha^^^aa^ odHr 
subject. Sen. Dole descrlll^dM ~ 
language" vs. 'phonics' lasttatUui 
bate, indicating his view oa wMc 
technique is more effectiva; eoder Title I, 
though, it's up to local school districts and 
educators to determine which instmctloaal 
approach works best for them. 

'The president and I are concerned with 
results, not micromanaging classrooms or 
intruding in the decisions of parents and 
teachers. Unfortunately, the RepubUcana 
in the U.S. House of Representatives want 

to cut TiUe I by 17 percent, meaning that 
as many as 1 miUion fewer students wiD 
not receive the instructional help they 
need; Uie Republican-led Senate Appropri­
ations CoRunittee also recommended a re­
daction in funds from 199S levels. 

The president on Uie oUter hand, coMi4> 
ers reading and tbe other basics a natioMl 
priority and has proposed to increase 
fnaristhat local schools can use for 
improvement We can make this impor­
tant investment in our children's fatva 
and stin reach Uie goal of balancing the 
h«ieet 

Sea Dele also overlooks Uie Department 
of Edacatioa's remarkably successful 
RBAD-WRITB-NOW! initiative. In Uunch-
iag the initiative in I99S, I called on 
America to help families, schools and 
communities improve the reading and 
writing skills of teamen of aU abilltiaa, 
backgrounds and ages. TogetlMr with 
ness partners like Pizsa Hat. the depart* 
meat reached almost half a miOloa cM^ 

* j a this past sommer, encoaraglag over 
tse.W> reading partners to voloitaer la 
work with young children. Tbe initiative 
ant free kits to schools, sommer recre-
atioa programs and households, witii an 

hook oa how to help young readers 
davaat at least 30 minutes a day to read-

Tha nujority leader mentions how im­
portant it is to involve parents in their 
flMl*«i'a learaing. President Clinton and 
I ate deeply conunitted to the idea that 
pvaota are Uieir children's first teachers; 
tWi foadamental truth has been a comer* 
steae of this administration's edncatloa 
poUciaa. We have demonstrated our lead-
•rahip by strongly supporting Uie Family 
Involvement Partnership for Learning, 
providing practical, helpful information to 
j*|»y<*i of parents and other community 
members on tbe many ways in wliich tiiey 
can help children read and leara better. 

Throngh onr publications, on-line U-
brary, and toU-free telephone number - i-
SOO-USA-LEARN - we have brought Uie 
message of family involvement in chil-

dren's learning to the American people. I 
have encAiraged parents to find the time > 
to check .̂ homework every day. read with / r 
Uieir chadren, limit TV viewing and en- \ 
courage ftheir children to talce challenging 
courses /at school Moreover, through our Ct 
sponsor̂ p of Uie Employer Promise for ^ 

I. we have also held up the exam-
impanies such as Marriott, GTE 
ed Airlines Uiat have committed 
'•friendly education policies, such 
ling regular time off so workers 

can gc t mere involved in their children's 
sdiooh. 

Pina ly, So. Dole notes how important 
academic standards are in encouraging-
better student learning, citing Virginia's 
standa. ds as an example. This administra-
tionhis carried forward a bipartisan 
moves nt which began with the 1989 Ed-
ocatiâ  SommM in Charlottesville. Va., to 

all sUtaa to adopt their own 
academic standards in core 
~!BfUah. maUi, science, histo-
iphy. The Goals 2000: Eda-
Act provides funds — on a 

basis — to sutes and school dis-
jo wish to carry out effective 

learning ̂ improvement plans revolving 
around hikfâ cadenaic standards as deter-

^ .and local citiseos. At last 
'including Sen. Doles Kao-

Mpating in this imporunt ef-
Jll U.S. students learn basic 

aa* advafibed skills. Unfortunately, Goals 
2000 has been unfairly attacked by Mr. 
Dole and other critics, when they should 
have been lending a hand. I hope that 
from this point forward, we can count on 
Mr. Dole's support for Uiis important ini­
tiative 

Again. I am glad that the majority lead­
er is attuned to Uie viUl role that reading 
plays in the education of our youngsters. 
We need his help, and the help of all 
Americans, to ensure Uiat Uie U S. is truly 
a 'Nation of Readers." 

like 

Rdey ta secretary of the Department of 
Education and a former S.C goiernor 
Knight-Ridder I Tribune News Sen ice 



UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
THE SECRETARY 

January 22, 1996 

E d i t o r 
The Wichita Eagle 
825 E. Douglas 
Wichita, KS 67202 

I am pleased t h a t Sen. Dole has added h i s voice t o those 
concerned about the reading s k i l l s of America's students ["A 
Dearth of Basic Reading S k i l l s , " January 7, 1996]. C l e a r l y , 
nothing has a more fundamental impact on the success of our 
c h i l d r e n i n school and l a t e r l i f e than t h e i r a b i l i t y t o read. 

Looking at the data, anyone would have t o agree t h a t there 
i s urgent cause f o r concern. Far too many students at a l l grade 
l e v e l s lack basic reading s k i l l s . However, while Sen. Dole 
claims t h a t there has been a "meltdown" i n reading, the r e a l i t y 
i s more complex. While f a r too many U.S. students score p o o r l y 
i n reading, the average score among American fourth-graders was 
the second-highest among 31 nations p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n a recent 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l comparison, and our highest achieving students 
(those at the 90th p e r c e n t i l e and above) were r a t e d the best i n 
the world. S t i l l , we c l e a r l y have a long way t o go, e s p e c i a l l y 
w i t h our country's most disadvantaged students. 

Another a s s e r t i o n Sen. Dole makes i s dead wrong. He states 
t h a t the U.S. Department of Education has "stood on the 
s i d e l i n e s " when i t comes t o reading. I n f a c t , the Department has 
been a r e a l leader i n e f f o r t s t o improve America's reading 
s k i l l s . 

The T i t l e I program, which was reauthorized w i t h b i p a r t i s a n 
support i n the 103rd Congress at my and President Clinton's 
urging, provides v i t a l funds t o l o c a l schools t o improve the 
basic and advanced s k i l l s of disadvantaged students. A greater 
share of t h i s money goes i n t o the improvement of reading s k i l l s 
than i n t o any other subject. Sen. Dole describes the "whole 
language" versus "phonics" i n s t r u c t i o n a l debate, i n d i c a t i n g h i s 
view on which l e a r n i n g technique i s more e f f e c t i v e ; under T i t l e 
I , though, i t ' s up t o l o c a l school d i s t r i c t s and educators t o 
determine which i n s t r u c t i o n a l approach works best f o r them. The 
President and I are concerned w i t h r e s u l t s , not micromanaging 
classrooms or i n t r u d i n g i n the decisions of parents and teachers. 
U n f o r t u n a t e l y , the Republicans i n the U.S. House of 
Representatives want t o cut T i t l e I by 17 percent, meaning t h a t 
as many as one m i l l i o n fewer students w i l l not receive the 
i n s t r u c t i o n a l help they need; the Republican-led Senate 
Appro p r i a t i o n s Committee also recommended a r e d u c t i o n i n funds 
from 1995 l e v e l s . The President, on the other hand, considers 
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reading and the other basics a n a t i o n a l p r i o r i t y and has proposed 
t o increase funds t h a t l o c a l schools can use f o r s k i l l s 
improvement. We can make t h i s important investment i n our 
ch i l d r e n ' s f u t u r e and s t i l l reach the goal of balancing the 
budget. 

Sen. Dole also overlooks the Department of Education's 
remarkably successful READ*WRITE*NOW! i n i t i a t i v e . I n launching 
the i n i t i a t i v e i n 1995, I c a l l e d on America t o help f a m i l i e s , 
schools, and communities t o improve the reading and w r i t i n g 
s k i l l s of learners of a l l a b i l i t i e s , backgrounds, and ages. 
Together w i t h business partners l i k e Pizza Hut, the Department 
reached almost h a l f a m i l l i o n c h i l d r e n t h i s past summer, 
encouraging over 125,000 reading partners t o volunteer t o work 
w i t h young c h i l d r e n . The i n i t i a t i v e sent f r e e k i t s t o schools, 
summer r e c r e a t i o n programs, and households, w i t h an idea book on 
how t o help young readers devote at l e a s t 2 0 minutes a day t o 
reading. 

The M a j o r i t y Leader mentions how important i t i s t o in v o l v e 
parents i n t h e i r c h i l d r e n ' s l e a r n i n g . President C l i n t o n and I 
are deeply committed t o the idea t h a t parents are t h e i r 
c h i l d r e n ' s f i r s t teachers; t h i s fundamental t r u t h has been a 
cornerstone of t h i s A d m i n i s t r a t i o n ' s education p o l i c i e s . We have 
demonstrated our leadership by s t r o n g l y supporting the Family 
Involvement Partnership f o r Learning, p r o v i d i n g p r a c t i c a l , 
h e l p f u l i n f o r m a t i o n t o thousands of parents and other community 
members on the many ways i n which they can help c h i l d r e n read and 
le a r n b e t t e r . Through our p u b l i c a t i o n s , o n - l i n e l i b r a r y , and 
t o l l - f r e e telephone number--1-800-USA-LEARN--we have brought the 
message of f a m i l y involvement i n c h i l d r e n ' s l e a r n i n g t o the 
American people. I have encouraged parents t o f i n d the time t o 
check homework every day, read w i t h t h e i r c h i l d r e n , l i m i t TV 
viewing, and encourage t h e i r c h i l d r e n t o take cha l l e n g i n g courses 
at school. Moreover, through our sponsorship of the Employer 
Promise f o r Learning, we have also held up the example of 
companies such as M a r r i o t t , GTE, and United A i r l i n e s t h a t have 
committed t o f a m i l y - f r i e n d l y education p o l i c i e s , such as 
pr o v i d i n g r e g u l a r time o f f so workers can get more involved i n 
t h e i r c h i l d r e n ' s schools. 

F i n a l l y , Sen. Dole notes how important academic standards 
are i n encouraging b e t t e r student l e a r n i n g , c i t i n g V i r g i n i a ' s 
standards as an example. This A d m i n i s t r a t i o n has c a r r i e d forward 
a b i p a r t i s a n movement, which began w i t h the 1989 Education Summit 
i n C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e , Va., t o encourage a l l s t a t e s t o adopt t h e i r 
own c h a l l e n g i n g academic standards i n core subjects l i k e English, 
math, science, h i s t o r y , and geography. The Goals 2000: Educate 
America Act provides funds--on a v o l u n t a r y b a s i s - - t o s t a t e s and 
school d i s t r i c t s who wish t o c a r r y out e f f e c t i v e l e a r n i n g 
improvement plans r e v o l v i n g around high academic standards as 
determined by s t a t e and l o c a l c i t i z e n s . At l a s t count, 46 
st a t e s , i n c l u d i n g Sen. Dole's Kansas, are p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n t h i s 
important e f f o r t t o help a l l U.S. students l e a r n basic and 



advanced s k i l l s . Unfortunately, Goals 2000 has been u n f a i r l y 
attacked by Mr. Dole and other c r i t i c s , when they should have 
been lending a hand. I hope that, from t h i s point forward, we can 
count on Mr. Dole's support for t h i s important i n i t i a t i v e . The 
strength of our education system depends on i t . 

Again, I am glad that the Majority Leader i s attuned to the 
v i t a l role that reading plays i n the education of our youngsters. 
We need his help, and the help of a l l Americans, to insure that 
the U.S. i s t r u l y a "Nation of Readers." 

Yours sincerely. 

Richard W. Rile 
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COMMENTARY -

A dearth of basic reading skills 
By Sen. Bob Dole spend1ng too mudl ua educaUon. Tbc 
Kraiiht-Riddcrtrribwac New$ Service amount of money is not tbe ·Issue. The 

One of the most important. but under· issue is how that money is spenl • 
reported. stories of 1995 was the shocking Unto1tunately, it's often tbc nale mther 
failure of the nation's schools to teach our than the exception for education bureau. 
children the most basic of skills: reading. crats to spend our tax dollan on lhe lat· 

Here are the facts. According to the ~ o.nd sometimes .untested. eduotion.:il 
1994 National ~ent of Educational . 
Progress, a staggering 40 percent of all One fad is called outcome-based educa-
f ourth-crade~ have "below basic· read- tion. It sound; like a Sood idea - judeine 
lng skills, wrucb is a euphemism for say- the quality of schools not on the baSis of 
ing that they are unable to unde~d resoUJ"C€5 tnvested but on 'StUdent perfor­
lhe overall meaning or what Chey read. rMn~ or outcomes. UnfortunatelY. the 
By the time these students are preparing outcomes that cowit most are often not 
to graduate from high schoo~ their per· reading scores or hl&h achievement on 
rormance ts not mudl bcllt:r: A full 2.J math tests. but attitudinal outcomes like 
percent of high school seniors _ many of "willingness to cooperate v.ith other stu­
""'hom '11.'ilJ go on lo receive diplomas. dents" or ·appreciation of dive~ity." In 
enter the work force, and even attend other words, it's more impona.at to be a 
college - are deemed functionally illiter.· sltiUed lwichroom p:il than a sldlled read-
ate. Only 36 percent are considered "pro- er. 
ficicnt" readen :ind 3 mere 4 percent Then there's another fad called "invent· 
have "advanced" reading skills. ed" spelling. Accon1mg lo some CdUC'cl· 

With our school falling to tench the tors. children are "independent spellers." 
b:l!'ics of. reading, it should Cl)me 11s: no capable of making their own judgments 
surt>rise that somewhere between 40 and on buw wurtb cu-c:, a11d sbCNlcl IJe, spelled. 
+4 million Americans now operate ill the To correct a child's spelling errors, the 
very low(l!C;l lP.ve~ of literacy. proponents of thiS approach claim. could 

The United Slates Department of · dampen hiS creative energies, and even 
Educati~n may not have ·caused" the worse, damage his •se1f-1?Steem. • 
reading meltdown. but at best it has stood One of the most pervasive fads iS the 
on the sidelin~ despite the cheery "whole languase" apS>f'O&ch to ICllrning 
assessments of the current Secretary of bow to read. lbe proponents of -whole 
Education Rlchan:l Riley. Dw1n& the past language" dalm that leaml.ng bow to 
two decades, the federal government bas ~ is os n:itunl 8M as easy as leaming 
.spent buDdreds of billions of tax dollars bow to speaJc. As a result, they have 
on scores of programs that too onen feed emphasized itterature skllls•. and de- · 
a money-hungry educauonaJ Dureaucracy emphasiz~ phonio;, :ittar.hfng lltUe 
without producing re.al results for reaHife importance to the ability of students to 
students. decode a word by phonetically pronounc-

Tile lesson we have l~i:llllt:ll ls that Cllu· ing vowels jlJld consonants. Instead. chil· 
c.ational success does not n~y dren are Simply expected to look at a 
depend on the dollar; spent; instead, it word and recognize Its meaning. 
depend.5 on whot is bcll'lg uught, bow it's Durinc the 1980s. the State of California 
being taugh~ and demanding that stu· experimented with the "whole language" 
dents meet high standards. approach, with predictably disastrous 

Many loc:i.l officials undeman.d this results. cali!omla · students today have 
reality. As Mayor Rudy Giuliani some or the worst reading scores in the 
explained earlier last year in a speech COl.!ntry. GOv. Pete Wilson and the new 
compartng New York. City's troubled pub- California superintendent of education 
lie schools with it parochial ones. the city are now cnamplonini; a 1.Jbck-to-ba!io 
spends more on educaoon - S8 billion - movement with pttonlcs as a key ingredl­
U\an the states o( North carolina (6.J bil- ent of the reading-skills cumculwn. 
lion), or Geo~ia (5.l billion), or Virginia The!:': arc other signs of hope. 
Sl.7 billion): "The point ... isnl that we're In contrast lo the much-maligned 

. National Education Standards, . the 
Commonwealth of Virginia has recenUy 
adopted its own stale -stamfartis of 
Leaming.• The sbnd:>.rds. which were 
developed by Gov. George Allen and the 
bipartisan Stale Board of E.ducation, 
emph3'i2Q ~ch proven E'ducational tech­
niques as rigorous mathematics training. 
particularly in the earty grades and. y~ 
thP tP.::1rhing of readine throtlfh pbonig. 

In New York City, citizens can t.alc.e 
pride in the Frederick Douglass 
Academy. a public junior and senior high 
school located in central H:lrlem. The 
principal of the ac:idemy, Dr. Lorraine 
Monroe, is a tough. nC>-Oonsens.e educator 
who t.lkes standards seriously, insisting 
that her students prepare for the most 
rigorous scandar'diz.ed te5\S. She says she ,. \ 
'11.lll place 1ess t>mpnasis on lhe SA rs ·;use 1\+ "J _, j ~J' 
as ~n as Harvard no longer requires \~ i,J'" ... 

them. }· ~ , 
. Recogn1Z1ng that paii:n(f iq,vulvt:tru:nl ;/I'::_~ · 
IS often the 1'ey to a chi! ·s educational 9'\' 
success, Dr. Monroe also insists that the 
pilil::nts of her students must pledge to 
provide quiet study space at home and to 
encourage their children to v.•ork tlard 
and obey the :;chool's niles. 

In fact, some expens have estimated 
that if. every ~ spent 20 minutes 
each night reading with his or hP.r c:hild, 
that child would read an additional one 
million wo~ a year. Imagine if parents 
::ill ::.~ America turned off the televt· 
sion set for j\ISt one hour each evening 
and i,nsisted lhat their children read a 
book. lllstead of watching '7he Slmpsons" 
or •Beavis and Butt-head." our kids could 
be reading the classics. Parents should 
also set" rea~ goalf for their children: 
say, f\\·o bOo a montn or 25 oookS a 
year. 

As the New Year continues, I have a 
Simple suggestlon ror A.m~rtG:!.·s parents.: 
Forget the latest video game or the 
newest action·hero toy. Bey your child a 
l.l'OoJt. l.n fact, b1.1y s.evcra.l books. 

A!ler all. reading iS fundarnenUJ, not 
only to our nation's cultural vitality but to 
~ur economic ~nty ~" wf!'!ll. 

Sen. Bob DcM, R-Kan., i.$ ~leader 
of the U.S. Senate. Kniefrt-R'dder/Tn"bunc 
NCW$ SerTioe did not ~~ tn. writinc 
of tNs commentary. 


