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CHARLESTON (SC) POST & COURIER, Jan. 26,

1996

Dole ignores progress
in Jmproving reading

By Richard W. Riley

I am pleased that Sen. Bob Dole has
added his voice to those concerned about
the reading skills of America’s students.
Clearly, nothing has a more fundamental
impact on the success of our childres 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 con-
cern. Far too many students at all grade
levels lack basic reading skills. Howewer,
while Sen. Dole claims that there has bees
a meltdown in reading, the reality is more
complex. While far too many U.S. studeats
score poorly in reading, the average score '
among American fourth-graders was the |
second-highest among 31 nations partici- '
pating in a recent international
son, and our highest-achieving students
(those at the 90th percentile and above) -
were rated the best in the world. Still, we
clearly have a long way to go,
with our country’s most disadvaata
stu¢ ~nts.

¢ other assertion Sen. Dole makes in
desd wrong He states that the UL De
partment of Education has stood om the
sidelines when it comes to reading. Im faef
the de bas been a real leader
efforts to improve America’s reading
skills.

The Title I program, which was reautho-
rized with bipartisan support in the 10%rd
Congress at my and President Clintoa's
urging, provides vital funds to local
schools to improve the basic and advanced
skills of disadvantaged studemts. A greater
share of this money goes inte the improve-

ment of reading skills » ary other
subject. Sen. Dole descrithg the “whole
language” vs. “phonics” imsttuctional de-
bate, indicating his view on which learning
technique is more effective; under Title L,
though, it's up to local school districts and
educators to detennin: wl:!hch instructionaal
approach works best for them.

p"lehe president and 1 are concerned with
results, not micromanaging classrooms or
intruding in the decisions of parents and
teachers. Unfortunately, the Republicans
in the U.S. House of Representatives want

to cut Title I by 17 percent, meaning that
as many as | million fewer studeats will
Dot receive the instructional help they
need; the Republican-led Senate Appropri-
ations Committee also recommended a re-
duction in funds from 1995 levels.

The president, on the other band, consid-
ers reading and the other basics a nationsl
priority and has proposed to increase
fands that local schools can use for skills
improvement We can make this i
tant investment in our children's future
and still reach the goal of balancing the
budget.

Sen. Dole alse overlooks the Department
of Education’s remarkably successful
WRITE-NOW! initiative. In launch-
ing the initiative in 1995, I called on
America to help families, schools and
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majority leader mentions how im-
portant to involve parents in their
children’s learning. President Clinton and
committed to the idea that
their children’s first teachers:
fundamental truth has been a corner
ne of this administration’s education

3 iég

providing practical, helpful information to
of parents and other community
members on the many ways in which they
can help children read and learn better.
Through our publications, on-line li-
brary, and toll-free telephone number — 1-
800-USA-LEARN — we have brought the
message of family involvement in chil-
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dren’s leafning to the American people. 1
have encquraged parents to find the time
to check homework every day. read with
their children, limit TV viewing and en-

W
2

courage ftheir children to take challenging |,

courses at school. Moreover. through our

spo ip of the Employer Promise for
Learning, we have also held up the exam-
ple of tompanies such as Marriott, GTE
and United Airlines that have committed
to f y-triendly education policies, such

providing regular time off so workers
can get more involved in their children’s

bafly, Sen. Dole notes how important
academic standards are in encouraging
better {student learning, citing Virginia's
Ndafds as an example. This administra-
carried forward a bipartisan
ment, which began with the 1989 Ed-
Sammit in Charlottesville, Va., to
all states to adopt their own

eaging academic standards in core
subjectn like math, science, histo-
ry and peography. The Goals 2000: Eda-
cate Am Act provides funds — on a

voluntary basis — to states and school dis-
tricts who wish to carry out effective
learning |improvement plans revolving
around high academic standards as deter-
minpa” by stabteyand local citizens. At last
46 statey! including Sen. Dole's Kan-
HCipating in this important ef-
aelp all U.S. students learn basic

bced 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 this important ini-
tiative,

Again, I am glad that the majority lead-
er is attuned to the vital role that reading
plays in the education of our youngsters.
We need his help, and the help of all
Americans, to ensure that the LS. 15 truly
a “Nation of Readers.”

Riley is secretary of the Department of
Education and a former S.C. governor.
Knight-Ridder/ Tribune News Service.
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I am pleased that Sen. Dole has added his voice to those
concerned about the reading skills of America’s students [“A
Dearth of Basic Reading Skills,” January 7, 1996]. Clearly,
nothing has a more fundamental impact on the success of our
children 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 concern. Far too many students at all grade
levels lack basic reading skills. However, while Sen. Dole
claims that there has been a “meltdown” in reading, the reality
is more complex. While far too many U.S. students score poorly
in reading, the average score among American fourth-graders was
the second-highest among 31 nations participating in a recent
international comparison, and our highest achieving students
(those at the 90th percentile and above) were rated the best in
the world. Still, we clearly have a long way to go, especially
with our country’s most disadvantaged students.

Another assertion Sen. Dole makes is dead wrong. He states
that the U.S. Department of Education has “stood on the
sidelines” when it comes to reading. In fact, the Department has

been a real leader in efforts to improve America’s reading
skills.

The Title I program, which was reauthorized with bipartisan
support in the 103rd Congress at my and President Clinton’s
urging, provides vital funds to local schools to improve the
basic and advanced skills of disadvantaged students. A greater
share of this money goes into the improvement of reading skills
than into any other subject. Sen. Dole describes the “whole
language” versus “phonics” instructional debate, indicating his
view on which learning technique is more effective; under Title
I, though, it’s up to local school districts and educators to
determine which instructional 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 Republicans in the U.S. House of
Representatives want to cut Title I by 17 percent, meaning that
as many as one million fewer students will not receive the
instructional help they need; the Republican-led Senate
Appropriations Committee also recommended a reduction in funds
from 1995 levels. The President, on the other hand, considers
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reading and the other basics a national priority-and has proposed
to increase funds that local schools can use for skills
improvement. We can make this important investment in our
children’s future and still reach the goal of balancing the
budget.

Sen. Dole also overlooks the Department of Education’s
remarkably successful READ*WRITE*NOW! initiative. In launching
the initiative in 1995, I called on America to help families,
schools, and communities to improve the reading and writing
skills of learners of all abilities, backgrounds, and ages.
Together with business partners like Pizza Hut, the Department
reached almost half a million children this past summer,
encouraging over 125,000 reading partners to volunteer to work
with young children. The initiative sent free kits to schools,
summer recreation programs, and households, with an idea book on
how to help young readers devote at least 20 minutes a day to
reading.

The Majority Leader mentions how important it is to involve
parents in their children’s learning. President Clinton and I
are deeply committed to the idea that parents are their
children’s first teachers; this fundamental truth has been a
cornerstone of this Administration’s education policies. We have
demonstrated our leadership by strongly supporting the Family
Involvement Partnership for Learning, providing practical,
helpful information to thousands of parents and other community
members on the many ways in which they can help children read and
learn better. Through our publications, on-line library, and
toll-free telephone number--1-800-USA-LEARN--we have brought the
message of family involvement in children’s learning to the
American people. I have encouraged parents to find the time to
check homework every day, read with their children, limit TV
viewing, and encourage their children to take challenging courses
at school. Moreover, through our sponsorship of the Employer
Promise for Learning, we have also held up the example of
companies such as Marriott, GTE, and United Airlines that have
committed to family-friendly education policies, such as
providing regular time off so workers can get more involved in
their children’s schools.

Finally, Sen. Dole notes how important academic standards
are in encouraging better student learning, citing Virginia’s
standards as an example. This Administration has carried forward
a bipartisan movement, which began with the 1989 Education Summit
in Charlottesville, Va., to encourage all states to adopt their
own challenging academic standards in core subjects like English,
math, science, history, and geography. The Goals 2000: Educate
America Act provides funds--on a voluntary basis--to states and
school districts who wish to carry out effective learning
improvement plans revolving around high academic standards as
determined by state and local citizens. At last count, 46
states, including Sen. Dole’s Kansas, are participating in this
important effort to help all U.S. students learn basic and



advanced 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 this important initiative. The
strength of our education system depends on it.

Again, I am glad that the Majority Leader is attuned to the
vital role that reading plays in the education of our youngsters.
We need his help, and the help of all Americans, to insure that
the U.S. is truly a "Nation of Readers."

Yours sincer%ly,

Sesd

Richard W. Rile
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A dearth of basic reading skills

By Sen. Bob Dole
Krught-Ridder/Tribune News Service

. One of the most important, but under-
reported, stories of 1995 was the shocking
failre of the nation's schools to teach our
children the most basic of skills reading.
Here are the facts According to the

1934 National Assessment of Educational -

Progress, a staggering 40 percent of all
fourth-graoders have “below basic” read-
ing skills, which is a euphemism for say-
ing that they are unable to understand
the overali meantng of whal they reaq.
By the time these students are preparing
to graduate from high school, their per-
formance is not much betler. A full 25
percent of high school seniors — many of
whom will go on lo receive diplomas,
enter the work force, and cven attend
college — are deemed functionally illiter-
ate. Only 36 percent are considered “pro-
ficicnt” readers and a mere 4 parcent
have “advanced” reading skills.

With our school faillng to teach the
basics of reading, it should ¢come as no
surprise that somewhere between 40 and
44 million Americans now operale at the
very lowest levek of literacy.

The United States Department of -

Education may not have -caused” the
reading meltdown, but at best it has stood
on the sidelines, despite the cheery
assessments of the current Secretary of
Education Richard Riley. During the past
two decades, the federal government has
spent hundreds of billions of tax dollars
on scores of programs that too often feed
a money-hungry educational bureaucracy
without producing real results for reaHife
students

The lesson we have learned is that edu-
cational success does not necessarily
depend on the dolars spent; instead, it
depends on what is being taught, how it's
being taught, and demanding that stu-
dents meet high standards. -

Many local officials understand this
reality. As Mayor Rudy Giuliani
explained eariler last year in a speech
comparing New York City's troubled pub-
lic schools with it parochial ones, the city
spends more on education — $8 billion —
than the states of North Carolina (6.3 bil-
lion), or Georgia (5.1 billion), or Virginia
51.7 billion): “The point . .. isn't that we're

spending too much va education The
amount of money is not the fssue. The
issue is how that money is spent”

Unfortunately, it's often the rule mther
than the exception for education bureau-
crats 1o spend our tax doliars on the lat-
cst, ond sometimes untested, educational
fads

One fad is called outcome-based educa-
tion. It sounds like @ good idea — judping
the quality of schools not on the basis of
resources invested but on student perfor-
mance, or outcomes Unfortynately, the
outcomes that count most are often not
reading scores or high achievement on
math tests, but attitudinal outcomes like
“willingness to cooperate with other stu-
dents™ or “appreciation of diversity.” In
other words, it's more important (0 be a
skilled lunchroom pal thaa a skilled read-
er.

Then there's another fad called “invent-
ed® spelling. According to some educa-
tors, children are “independent spellers.”
capable of making their own judgments
on how wurds are, and shiould Le, spelled.
To correct a child's spelling errors, the
proponents of this approach claim, could
dampen his creative energies, and even
worse, damage his “self-esteern.”

One of the most pervasive fads is the
“whole language® approach to lcaming
how to read. The proponents of “whole
language® claim that Jearning how to
rcad is as natural and as easy as learning
how to speak. As a result, they have

emphasized “literature skills” and de--

emphasized phonics, attaching litle
importance to the ability of students to
decode a word by phonetically pronounc-
ing vowels and consonants Instead, chil-
dren are Simply expected to look at a
word and recognize its meaning.

During the 1980s, the State of California
experimented with the “whole language”
approach, with predictably disastrous
results. California- students today have
some of the worst reading scores in the
country. Gov. Pete Wikon and the new
California superintendent of education
are now championing & Lack4obasics
movement with phonics as & key ingredi-
ent of the reading<kills curriculum.

There are other signs of hope.

In contrast to the much-maligned

.National Education Standards, . the

Commonwealth of Virginia has recently
adopted its own state “Siandards of
Leaming® The standards, which were
developed by Gov. George Allen and the
bipartisan State Board of Education,
emphasize such proven educational tech-
niques as rigorous mathematics training,
particularly in the early grades and, yes,

the teaching of reading through phogics.

In New York City, cilizens can take
pride in the Frederick Douglass
Academy. a public junior and senior high
school located in central Harlem The
principal of the academy, Dr. Lomraine
Monroe, is a tough, no-nonsense educator
who takes standards seriously, insisting
that her students prepare for the most
rigorous standardized tests She says she
will place Jess empnasis on the SATS ~just
as soon as Harvard no longer requires
them.”

Recognizing that w_g_téﬂ invulvernent
is ofien the Key to a child's educational
success, Dr. Monroe also insists that the
parents of her students must pledge to
provide quiet study space at home and to
encourage their children to work hard
and obcy the school's rules,

In fact, some experts have estimated
that if every parent spent 20 minutes
each night reading with his or her child,
that child would read an additional one
million words a year. Imagine if parents
all across America turmed off the televi-
sion set for just one hour each evening
and insisted that their children read a
book. Instead of watching “The Simpsons”
or “Beavis and Butt-head,"” our kids could
be reading the classics. Parents shoud

e e T it 2 Do 5
say, two month ¢ 00KS a
year.

As the New Year confinues, I have a
simple suggesdon for America’s parenls:
Forget the lalest video game or the
newest action-hero toy. Buy your child a
Uook In fact, buy several books.

After all, reading is fundamental, not
only to our nation's cultural vitality but to
our economic security as well,

Sen. Bob Dofe, R-Kan., is majority teader

of the U.S. Senate. Knight-fidder/Tribunc

News Service did not subsidizre the writing
of this commertary.
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