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Surrounded by five first graders learning to read at Hawthorne Elementary here, Stacey Hodiewicz 
listened as one boy struggled over a word. 
 
''Pumpkin,'' ventured the boy, Parker Kuehni. 
 
''Look at the word,'' the teacher suggested. Using a method known as whole language, she prompted 
him to consider the word's size. ''Is it long enough to be pumpkin?'' 
 
Parker looked again. ''Pea,'' he said, correctly. 
 
Call it the $2 million reading lesson.  
 
By sticking to its teaching approach, that is the amount Madison passed up under Reading First, the 
Bush administration's ambitious effort to turn the nation's poor children into skilled readers by the third 
grade. 

http://0-web.lexis-nexis.com.oscar.edgewood.edu/unive...p=dGLbVlz-zSkVA&_md5=d1d086f3b64a7ea4c8ff6084a2ed1bfd (1 of 5)3/18/2007 3:38:21 PM

http://0-web.lexis-nexis.com.oscar.edgewood.edu/universe/
http://0-cisweb.lexis-nexis.com.oscar.edgewood.edu/sourceselect/listSources.asp?srcpdn=academic&cc=&spn=&_m=e5d7f68abf61c9a273fc8e9ee18c66ce&wchp=dGLbVlz-zSkVA&_md5=88df95b5fb6375b6472f60ed4943e628
http://0-web.lexis-nexis.com.oscar.edgewood.edu/universe/form/academic/overview.html?_m=8cf4858bf4db7976549fcdc22e8b14fd&wchp=dGLbVlz-zSkVA&_md5=cee9f2c1608b680bffbe429f9f45e38f
http://www.lexisnexis.com/academic/1univ/acad/news
http://0-web.lexis-nexis.com.oscar.edgewood.edu/universe/form/academic/s_guidednews.html?_m=8cf4858bf4db7976549fcdc22e8b14fd&wchp=dGLbVlz-zSkVA&_md5=cee9f2c1608b680bffbe429f9f45e38f
http://0-web.lexis-nexis.com.oscar.edgewood.edu/universe/doclist?_m=0ec6331c3cfc665f70520d40870ea11f&wchp=dGLbVlz-zSkVA&_md5=23a1d7984a3e2b33020495c88f03685e
http://0-web.lexis-nexis.com.oscar.edgewood.edu/universe/doclist?_m=d58976399ca5229c2df082d42fee05f9&wchp=dGLbVlz-zSkVA&_md5=4905fce24f834ab87e39f8e88437ac04
http://0-web.lexis-nexis.com.oscar.edgewood.edu/universe/document?_m=6453aef09d45feaea38259bec2bf2892&wchp=dGLbVlz-zSkVA&_md5=e438eaed3168005eb98b5428f90b46c2
http://0-web.lexis-nexis.com.oscar.edgewood.edu/universe/document?_m=777752fd220bdc765f0063068a18495f&_docnum=1&wchp=dGLbVlz-zSkVA&_md5=5ef4f78bd72dd86075a3e2bb73a46067
http://0-web.lexis-nexis.com.oscar.edgewood.edu/universe/document?_m=777752fd220bdc765f0063068a18495f&_docnum=3&wchp=dGLbVlz-zSkVA&_md5=745d27bbd6ad9fe88cef1cd2851668ad


LexisNexis(TM) Academic - Document

 
The program, which gives $1 billion a year in grants to states, was supposed to end the so-called 
reading wars -- the battle over the best method of teaching reading -- but has instead opened a new and 
bitter front in the fight.  
 
According to interviews with school officials and a string of federal audits and e-mail messages made 
public in recent months, federal officials and contractors used the program to pressure schools to adopt 
approaches that emphasize phonics, focusing on the mechanics of sounding out syllables, and to discard 
methods drawn from whole language that play down these mechanics and use cues like pictures or 
context to teach. 
 
Federal officials who ran Reading First maintain that only curriculums including regular, systematic 
phonics lessons had the backing of ''scientifically based reading research'' required by the program. 
 
But in a string of blistering reports, the Education Department's inspector general has found that federal 
officials may have violated prohibitions in the law against mandating, or even endorsing, specific 
curriculums. The reports also found that federal officials overlooked conflicts of interest among the 
contractors that advised states applying for grants, and that in some instances, these contractors wrote 
reading programs competing for the money, and stood to collect royalties if their programs were chosen. 
 
Education Secretary Margaret Spellings has said that the problems in Reading First occurred largely 
before she took over in 2005, and that her office has new guidelines for awarding grants. She declined a 
request for an interview.  
 
Madison officials say that a year after Wisconsin joined Reading First, in 2004, contractors pressured 
them to drop their approach, which blends some phonics with whole language in a program called 
Balanced Literacy. Instead, they gave up the money -- about $2 million, according to officials here, 
who say their program raised reading scores. 
 
In New York City, under pressure from federal officials, school authorities in 2004 dropped their 
citywide balanced literacy approach for a more structured program stronger in phonics, in 49 low-
income schools. At stake was $34 million.  
 
Across the country -- in Illinois, Kentucky, Massachusetts, Maine and New Jersey -- schools and 
districts with programs that did not stress phonics were either rejected for grants or pressured to change 
their methods even though some argued, as Madison did, that their programs met the law's standard. 
 
''We had data demonstrating that our children were learning at the rate that Reading First was aiming 
for, and they could not produce a single ounce of data to show the success rates of the program they 
were proposing,'' said Art Rainwater, Madison's superintendent of schools. 
 
Robert Sweet Jr., a former Congressional aide who wrote much of the Reading First legislation, said the 
law aimed at breaking new ground by translating research into lesson plans. Under the law, the 
yardstick of a reading program's scientific validity became a 2000 report by the National Reading Panel. 
 

http://0-web.lexis-nexis.com.oscar.edgewood.edu/unive...p=dGLbVlz-zSkVA&_md5=d1d086f3b64a7ea4c8ff6084a2ed1bfd (2 of 5)3/18/2007 3:38:21 PM



LexisNexis(TM) Academic - Document

That panel, created by Congress, with members selected by G. Reid Lyon, a former head of a branch of 
the National Institutes of Health, set out to review the research and tell Americans what worked. It 
named phonics and related skills, vocabulary, fluency and reading comprehension as the cornerstones 
of effective reading instruction. 
 
Mr. Sweet firmly believes that phonics is the superior method of instruction; he is now president of the 
National Right to Read Foundation, a pro-phonics group. His e-mail address begins phonicsman. 
 
With Reading First, he said, ''we felt we could put education on a new path.'' 
 
Dr. Lyon, another architect of the legislation, also strongly favors phonics. Teaching children to read by 
reason and context, as Parker did in Madison, rather than by sounding out letters to make words, is 
anathema, he said in an interview, suggesting that teachers of the whole language approach be 
prosecuted for ''educational malpractice.'' 
 
Mr. Sweet agreed. ''You've got billions used for the purchase of programs that have no validity or 
evidence that they work, and in fact they don't, because you have so many kids coming out of the 
schools that can't read,'' he said. 
 
But educators in Madison and elsewhere disagree about the effectiveness of phonics, and say their 
results prove their method works. 
 
Under their system, the share of third graders reading at the top two levels, proficient and advanced, 
had risen to 82 percent by 2004, from 59 percent six years earlier, even as an influx of students in 
poverty, to 42 percent from 31 percent of Madison's enrollment, could have driven down test scores. 
The share of Madison's black students reading at the top levels had doubled to 64 percent in 2004 from 
31 percent six years earlier. 
 
And while 17 percent of African-Americans lacked basic reading skills when Madison started its 
reading effort in 1998, that number had plunged to 5 percent by 2004. The exams changed after 2004, 
making it impossible to compare recent results with those of 1998. 
 
Other reading experts, like Richard Allington, past president of the International Reading Association, 
also challenge the case for phonics. Dr. Allington and others say the national panel's review showed 
only minor benefits from phonics through first grade, and no strong support for one style of instruction. 
They also contend that children drilled in phonics end up with poor comprehension skills when they 
tackle more advanced books. 
 
''This revisionist history of what the research says is wildly popular,'' Dr. Allington said. ''But it's the 
main reason why so much of the reading community has largely rejected the National Reading Panel 
report and this large-scale vision of what an effective reading program looks like.'' 
 
Under Reading First, many were encouraged to use a pamphlet, ''A Consumer's Guide to Evaluating a 
Core Reading Program Grades K-3,'' written by two special education professors, then at the University 
of Oregon, to gauge whether a program was backed by research.  
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But the guide also rewards practices, like using thin texts of limited vocabulary to practice syllables, for 
which there is no backing in research. Dr. Allington said the central role Washington assigned the guide 
effectively blocked from approval all but a few reading programs based on ''made-up criteria.''  
 
Deborah C. Simmons, who helped write the guide, said it largely reflected the available research, but 
acknowledged that even now, no studies have tested whether children learn to read faster or better 
through programs that rated highly in the guide. 
 
Fatally for Madison, the guide does not consider consistent gains in reading achievement alone 
sufficient proof of a program's worth. 
 
In making their case, city officials turned to Kathryn Howe of the Reading First technical assistance 
center at the University of Oregon, one of several nationwide paid by the federal Education Department 
that helped states apply for grants. But early on, they began to suspect that Dr. Howe wanted them to 
dump their program. 
 
At a workshop, she showed them how the guide valued exposing all children to identical instruction in 
phonics. Madison's program is based on tailoring strategies individually, with less emphasis on drilling. 
 
Dr. Howe used the Houghton Mifflin program as a model; officials here believed that approval would 
be certain if only they switched to that program, they said. 
 
In interviews, Dr. Howe said she had not meant to endorse the Houghton Mifflin program and used it 
only for illustration, and had no ties to the company. She added that she might have been 
misunderstood. 
 
''I certainly didn't say, 'You should buy Houghton Mifflin,' '' she said. ''I do remember saying: 'You can 
do this without buying a purchased program. It's easier if you have a purchased program, so you might 
think about that.' ''  
 
Mary Watson Peterson, Madison's reading chief, said intensive phonics was used for struggling 
children.  
 
After providing Dr. Howe extensive documentation, Madison officials received a letter from her and 
the center's director, saying that because the city's program lacked uniformity and relied too much on 
teacher judgment, they could not vouch to Washington that its approach was grounded in research.  
 
Ultimately Madison withdrew from Reading First, said Mr. Rainwater, the superintendent, because 
educators here grew convinced that approval would never come. ''It really boiled down to, we were 
going to have to abandon our reading program,'' the superintendent said. 
 
A subsequent letter from Dr. Howe seemed to confirm his view. ''Madison made a good decision'' in 
withdrawing, she wrote, ''since Reading First is a very prescriptive program that does not match your 
district's reading program as it stands now.'' 
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URL: http://www.nytimes.com 
 
GRAPHIC: Photos: Santiago Lavenant, a second grader at Hawthorne Elementary in Madison, Wis., 
where officials withdrew from a federal reading program. 
Humboldt Park Elementary in Milwaukee teaches phonics. (Photographs by Darren Hauck for The New 
York Times)  
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