Dear Micah and Jessica,

I have just read Why Our Children Can’t Read.  Micah is probably accustomed to my letters such as these, but this will be likely be Jessica’s first.  It was an important book and confirmed some of the beliefs I formed while teaching reading on the South side, a feat Northwestern’s education program had failed to accomplish.  The section on the development of the English Language and its alphabet was very complete.  The conclusions that she bases on reviews of scientific research are quite strong and only die-hard proponents of one system or another would find fault with them.  Of course phonemic awareness is the strongest predictor of one’s ability to decode text.  Of course there is a logical sequence for introducing phonemes.  Of course reading and spelling (writing) are reverse processes and should be taught together.  No one in favor of a balanced program would argue with these claims.  However her arguments suggesting that “eclectic” programs can do harm, that there is no biological basis for reading disorders (“Everyone, it turns out, can be taught to read unless they have such deficient mental and/or linguistic skills, they can’t carry on a normal conversation.”), or that all the people in the world who don’t read or have reading difficulties lack phonemic ability—making these claims is irresponsible at best.

1. The argument that learning to read using other strategies can harm a child’s chances to read is based largely on her account of the research on Success For All (a universally despised program) (p.203).  Her account of SFA begins at the bottom of page 184 and continues for three and a half pages to the middle of page 188.  During that time the entirety of the evidence suggesting that it encourages poor strategies lasts a page and a half.  That whole page and a half is devoted to anecdotal accounts of individual students making mistakes and is supported by no scientific research at all.  The other place in the book that she stresses this point is in her account of “Alice” (136).  

Alice is a tremendously gifted student who can learn the code quite quickly using letter tiles, but takes a great deal of time to transfer her phonemic awareness to the print page.  McGuinness concludes “It provided me with keen insight into how difficult it is to shift a habit that had become so ingrained, even for a child of remarkable intelligence who could effortlessly decode phonetically and who now had a complete grasp of the logic of the alphabetic code.”  At this point she leaves all her insistence on scientific research behind.  There are a number of differences between the tiles and print that alone could have slowed her reading.  Some kids have difficulty with the contrast of the print to the page, almost all are freaked out by a large body of text on a page, some have difficulty comprehending sentences instead of just words.  She has no research to suggest that the difficulty is with un-learning the poor strategies.  

In fact, most of the strategies she describes as “poor” are strategies that you and I as fluent readers rely on.  We do pay more attention to consonants than vowels (even though we need both), we do recognize words primarily on the first letter, we do recognize words as pictures rather than sounding them all out (she keeps saying there is a limit to human memory capacity at 1500-2000 symbols, but never says where the number comes from or if it applies also to symbol combinations).

2. The whole language approach is based on research, research into what strategies fluent readers use.  The mistake it makes is teaching students to apply those strategies before they are ready.  It emphasizes fluency and comprehension—two aspects of reading she never even mentions.  The closest she comes is when she acknowledges that the predictive value of segmenting and blending phonemes washes out after two years (133).  “As time goes by, reading predicts reading more than anything else.”  She explains that this is because of correlational research design, but it may also be that after third grade, reading standards are raised beyond decoding to comprehension and vocabulary (two things I didn’t realize could be completely different for quite some time).  To really make sense of text, you have to have all the vocabulary, good knowledge of grammar, lexical cues for parts of speech, appropriate background knowledge, the ability to draw inferences without having questions posed for you, and a whole host of other abilities I don’t yet know about.  

3. Arguing that there is no biological basis for learning disorders is simply irresponsible.  Yes, there is no biological basis for most cases that are referred to as “learning disorders,” but there is a population of students with speech pathology, with auditory processing deficits, with obsessive/compulsive disorder, autism, and a whole host of other disabilities who do not have mental retardation but do have difficulty reading.  Some of them we don’t have a medical explanation for, just as a hundred years ago we had no biological explanation for mental retardation and deemed those students “uneducable.”

The students I had who did not improve with phonics instruction were those with auditory processing deficits (“could not carry on a normal conversation”), those requiring vision therapy, or those with speech pathologies.

4. Invented Spelling: Invented Spelling, as it was originally conceived was supposed to match a child’s knowledge of the phonemic system, so that a preschooler who manages to write “I wt fr a wk” (I went for a walk) is doing great, i.e. is already hearing first and last letter sounds in words and matching them with the correct letters.  A first or second grader writing the same thing would be cause for concern.  Invented Spelling used correctly is not an excuse to misspell everything, but a chance to try encoding text when previously children weren’t allowed to write until after they could read.  Yes, they should be made to find the correct spelling on all final draft pieces based on the understanding that otherwise, their readers won’t understand, but they can’t be asked to find the correct spelling for every word in their vocabulary when they are only just learning the code.  Many of the mistakes they make are from “over-generalizing” rules they are learning, like that the long ‘o’ sound is made with the silent ‘e’ at the end, so ‘groan’ is ‘grone’ and so on.

5. She is absolutely right that teacher training involves no knowledge of phonics, nor linguistics.  I don’t know a single teacher who says she was taught how to teach reading.

6. Finding good phonics programs is hard, but nowhere near so difficult as she claims, and by no means more difficult than finding good math programs.  It’s fishy that the only program she wholly endorses is run by her son and daughter, and that a number of other reputable programs were left out.

