DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 1%5 790 — CE 005 613 '

_AUTHOR Harman, David -
TITLE The "Right *o Read"° An Assessment.
PUB DATE Sep 75 °
NOTE -, 1up. ,
EDRS PRICE MF-%$0.76 HC-$1.58 Plus Postage !
DESCRIPTCRS Adult Bducation; Adult ‘Literacy; Change Strategies;
‘ Community Influence; *Continuous Learning; -Early
Childhood Fducation; *Educational Assessment;
Educational Needs; *Educational Strategies; Family
Environment; Functional Illiteracy; Literacy:
*Literacy Education; National Programs; Parent
Education: Preschool Educatioh; Reading; Reading
B Failure; Reading Instruction
IDEFTIFIERS /aight +o0 Read

;.
{

i

kBSTRACT »
The late commissioner of education, James AlY¥en, %
proclalmed the "Right to Read" as the educational target of the
current decade. The object was to inculcate and improve reading
skills among 25 percent of the American population who either lacked
or were deficient in them. Has this goal beén at leas* half-way
attained? Midway through the 1970%s it must be admitted that the goal
has not been realized at all. In fact, there is every indication that-
+he situation is actually more severe than was initially posed, and
the gaps between readsrs and nonreaders may actually be widening. The
crux of the reading failure syndrome lies in the creation of
"conditions for reading® or a "reading environment," implying a need
for organized- intervention among population groups not attending
schools (parents and preschool children). Parents, whé must require
reading skills in order to function and who are the pivotal factors
in the creation of home environments, are those most neglected by
organized reading instruction efforts. Reading instruction within the
framework of recurrent education is the theme expounded. The target
remains vitally desirable; the remedies are in need of alteration.
With a fresh look at strategles, "Right-to-Pead" is attainable.
(Adthor/AJ)
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Six years ago the late CGnn1séioner of Education, James A?ien, proclaimed the
"Right-to-Read" as the educational target of the currént decade, “The object of this
educational moonshot was to inculcate and improve readingvskills among 25% of the
American population who; Allen claimed, either lacked or were deficient in them.]

. Midway through the decade it is appropriate to ask whether this goal has at least been
half way attained. - ) . -
Available evidence indicates that the state of reading in 1975 is no better than
1t was at the turn of the decade. New investigations lend credence to the disturbing

pogsibility that the situation was in fact more severe than initially posed, and

remains so today;' I would also suggest that there r;mains a lack of clarity regarding

the shape andicharacter of the goal itself - what should constitute reading in the
&United»States on the eve of the 21st century.

What 1s commonly referred to Qs reading level bears only inicidental relation te
the actual act of reading - of deciphering a code ofw1etters into meaninaful words
and phrases. Rather, reading level relates more directly to the comprehension of what
is rea&. Clearly, comprehension 1§ assbciated intimate]y'hith one's experience,
environment and interests. Social, cultural and economic realities combine to form a
context to which comprehension is bound. The combination of these factors - already .
highly sophisticated in the American experience - never plateaus; it cofistantly
agitates to reach new heights and forever seeks new peaks. Levels of literacy, in -
terms of comprehension 1inked context, that are adequate today will be insufficient -
in the fufure, Just as those of yesteryear required redefinition in order to comply
with contemporary realities. These variables, moreover, are inexorable intertwined |
with the unique situation of each and every country's socio-economic and cultural - )
ambience. Levels of literacy - of comprehension - that would suffice te make a

person literate in one area of the world would transform him into a functional i1liter-

ate in another. It is for this reason that there cann0§ be a universal definition of




1iteracy, that the only valid determinations are those derived from the specific
character of each nation, As this character undergoes transformation, as the exper-
ience, environment, and 1nterests of the individual develop, so too will the levelr

of comprehension demanded of people, This is a dynamic concept for these elements,
particularly in today's world are in constant flux, A second, related dynamic

notion emanates from the fact that occupational activity increases {in complexity con=
currently with and paral]el to this process, causing in its wake increasingly compiicated
reading tasi%. Reading 1s not a statié skill in that once acquired 1t needs no further
development, The individual is required to keep abreast through constant adaptation. ﬁ

Reading 1s not, in and of 1tself, an objective, The real aim is that of social
participation and reading 1s but a tool --one means - for 1ts attainment. Nor can
reading be narrowly confined to the decoding ;nd understanding of written mesSages.
Rather, it entails also the substance that makes its use as a tool meaningful; the
content which makes social participation in a much broader sense possiblg.

In the United States the levels of reading ;omprehension necessary for such par-
ticipation are predictably high, and have risen dramatically since World War II. One
recent study, for example, concluded that an 11th grade reading level was the minimum
requirement for most military professions and these correlate significantly with like
civilian pursuits.2 If an 11th grade level is stipulated as a minimum necessary
requirement then surely a desirable minimum would be even higher.

If one is directed by the common supposition that reading 1s a function of
schooling, the signs are encouraging and indicate that Dr. Allengmight hdve been: over-

stating the case, By the end of the decade of the 60's the median years of schooling

completed by Americans 25 years of age and above was an impressive 12,3 - the highest

such figure in the world. By the end of the current decade 1t 1s projected that the

median grade level will have climbed even higher, to 12.5.3 Fewer than 2 millien

| people were ?epdrted to have had only a fifth grade or lower education in 1970 and that

}
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tigure 1s expected to drop to about 1.4 million by 1980.4 Further evidence of the

high 1evel of education pertaining in the U.S. can be gleaned from the fact that of
those now entering the labor force, in their early twenties, £6% have had high school

_or better levels of education - this proportion maintaining itself through the end of

the decade.5 Surely, one might posit, such high 1evg1s of educational attainment
should suffice go create a highly 1iterate society. )

] School attendance, however, does not guarantee the participant sqho1ast1c achieve-
ments commensurate &1th the grade level attained. Not all high school graduates can
read at a 12th Qrade level, or eighth grade graduates at 8th grade level,.and so on.
A]1én had this in mind when he spoke of "those who do not gain (reading ability}. in the
course of their early education“.6 In this regard the way in which statistics are
compiled rather than the figures themselves, serves to dampen the conclusion that in
consequence of poor schalastic achievement there is a significant national reading
problem. What are cownmniy thought to be readinq grade levels reflect nothing more

than the mean score of a group of students participating in norming procedures of

" standardized tests which, 1n turn, mostly assume a statistiéa11y normal distribution

of performance such that by definition, 23% of those tested will receive scores below
average while 53 additional 23% will score above average.7 Such reporting mechanisms
obviously m%tigateﬂthe severity of the "failure of education” argument.

étatjstics. however, tell only a portion of the story and'not necessarily the
important part. Several investigations conducted over the past few years_indicate
that inability to read is far more widespread'than figures such as these might lead us
to believe. The most recent of these studies, follewing an analysis of actual reading
tasks considered perfunctory, indicated that nearly 22% of the population could not
read well enough to aerfenn them while an additional 32% tested as betng able to
master these tasks only margina11y.8 Together, a staggering 54% were shown to be unable
or only marginally able to cope with basic reading tqsks, regardless of level of formal

education completed. It is significant to note that 48% of those with completed high
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school ‘ducations are included in this grogp. :

Two conc1usions can be reached at this point. First, in conventiana1 grade Tevel
terms, the level of read1ng required to actively part1c1aate in.social and economic
14fe in the U.S. is close to 12. Second, completion of a set number of years of
schooling does not provide assurances that graduates do in fact perform and retain -
performance levels paralleling those of the grades completed. This latter conglusion
does not necessarily reflect upon the efficacy of schocling but might well 1nd1cate
that skills once learned regress when not put to use, shifting the onus of the poor:
performance issue from the school system to the individual. Both éonc]ysians not enly
support Comissioner Allen's basic contention but indeed, suggest it might be under-
stated. ’

" Are thesé two diametrically opposed sets ofvdata réconc11ab1e? 1s there, in fact, -
a "reading crises” in the U:S.? 1f so, is 1t remediable?

Several factors intertwine to suggest a plausible answer to thegé gueries, .During
the past several decades there has been a major shift in the proportions @r peopie
employed in the various sectors of the labor market. White collar and derv1ce sccypa~-+
tions, both usually requ1r1ng higher lavels of education, currently eploy twice as
many people as do the b1ue~661lar and farming sectors. Indeed, it has been forecast
that these trends will continue into the next decade.g Tﬁe éemand, then, of the labor
market in terms of educational quatifications has been rising, in turn inducing growing
numbers of people to deek additicnal education. The high level of reading veauirements
for job performance could well be a function of this shift as wall as a result of the
fact that writers have had move education and are producing materials linguistically
- more complicated in disregard of the reading*public. While en the one hand white
collar and serv1ce ‘cceupations 1n the aggregate neces sitate nore reading than do blue
collar jobs, 1t is a1 S0 true’ that much of the matarﬁa1 bring weitten for both iob )
related and general c@nJunpt1@n purposes could be rewritten at lower levels of reading

skills without loss of meanind, nuance or emphasis. 10 | e,
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Concomitantly,- new and easier to digest media have achieved normative mass distri-
bution and participation rates, I refer, of course, to radio and television. Marshall
Macluhan haﬁ'observed that "A new medium is never an additien to an old-cne, nor does
it leave the o1d one in peace. It never ceases to oppress the older media until 1t

finds new shapes and positians for them"."'|

Time which might have been devoted to the
pursuit of reading 1s being spent in front of te1evision*set;, radios.oétereo consoles
and tape recorders. It comes as no surprise that despite the incredible upsurge in ’
book production - it 15 estimated that between 1973 and 1990 more books §}11 be pro-

12

duced than have been throughout history © - reading {s on the decline, A5 a prop@rtién

of those knowing how to read who actually engage in reading activ1t1e5.13 It 1 a .
known phenomenon that reading skills, not unlike any other skill, recede thirough disuse.14
Horeover. the research cited earlier regarding reading requifite' of j@bf 15 baSed on

mategjals that are considered des 1rab1e for job seekers or helders to actua11y read -
not necessarily materials essential- for job performance, How much Job re1ated infore
mation is passed on by word of mouth? How. many manuals ére<actua11y read? How many
- jobs emphasize writing skills and not reading ski11s? Perhape 1t 15 not merely a
curious accident that the same Study that found 54% of Americanf lacking in adequaée
reading skills revealed that only 42% were lacking 1n wr1t1ng canab111tiea.1
Some people have been wont to argue on the basis of information similar to that

presented here that reading of the printed word might be a casualty of the combinaticn
16

of modern technology and life styles. That at precicely the age in which mass edu-
cation has taught proportionately more people than ever before the art of reading, the
vavocation of literacy is teing blunted. |
Over and above intuitive, and perhaps emotional responses, negating such suggastions
there s evidence, albeit scanty, that reading as a tool 1s 1ndispensab1e.H Richard
Meier, in the late 1950's, econvinecingly demonstrateduthat reading éema1ns by far the
_most efficient means for transmitting information, nearly twice as effective as f4lm,

4 times as effective as television, 5 times fiore efficient than radio and as much as

15 times more efficient than "observation of environment”.17 Rdditional research efforts,
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yet in infancy - and with only the most paltry of hard data - suggest that people are
aware of the desirability @f.literacy such that after having learned how to read and
having caused their reading skills to atrophy thréugh disuse regain reading abilities

at a later date and even surpass their additienal reading 1eve]s.]8 This process, it

s hypothesized, occurs without the intervention of schooling or formal reading instruc-
tfon-and 1s 1pf1uenced by @the;: as yet undetermined,-factors.

Anthropo1ogis£§'Goady;gg@ Watt have pointed out that "the literate individual has

in practice so large a field of gersoha1—se1ggtinn from the total cultural repeét@ire

that the odds.are strongly aqaﬂnsﬁﬂpgsjﬁggeriencing the cultural tradition as any sort
m,'( ST . V3 e

o% patterned whcﬂe“.'Ig They go on ¥n their 1mportaﬁt essay to quéte the often gver-
looked truism that "Printing so obviously makes knowledqe accessible to all that we are
1ne11néd to forget that 1t 515@ makes know1edg§ vegg‘easy to av01d“.2@ Undegst&ndably.
after having learned h@#it@ read one exercisesé@ne's own discretion as te whéther he
will make use of reading abilities and in what way. It cortainly stands to reasen that
uver time an individuat wi?lycwwe to g@g_fea1izatiun fhat wheredas Tformerly the acl of
reading was not thought to Ee of importance it has assumed a new vitality and uvgency
and by returning to it might be able to recapture and revitalize a nearly petrified skill,
Unfortunately, many of us are prone, in cemmoﬁ language usage, to equate the term§
(gading, educdtianéand scheoling, when, in fact the terms are not synoniomous at all,
Schooling no doubt plays a role in education but the latter is actua11y a far broader
and encompassing process in which the Individual 1s engaged, w11]y-n511y. from birth
onward, BReading is but one set of skills, however significant, that may or may not be
taught in schools. Several scholars have indicated that schools essentially act as

socializing agents and what is primarily learned within their walls are a series of

social copingvskﬂ1ls.21 Although schosls alse play a role in the transmissien of know-

ledge, this abnect of thelr functioning has become of lesser importance because of the

many other conduits and avenues of information available and utilized by the averaae

person whether by design or osmosis. As noted earlier, reading may or may not be learned
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in-school, "Sesame Street"ais certainly evidence of the major impact television can

have on imparting reading skills outside of school. Sch@@13'havé. indeed, been soundly
“attacked in recent years for being irrelevant to the need§~@f t@morr@w adults 1n that ~

too few of the skills and knowledge taught are of ,ub gquent functional use. ? Cense-
quent?y. it 1s erreneous to assume that completion of a set nimber of years of scheoling

can be glibly translated into a parallel reading ability. The fact that more people )
' are recipient of more years of formal scheoling daes not necessav1]y mean that more )
people are able to read well, or for that matter, perform a variety of C@@nitivéﬁand
motor tasks at higher and more sophisticated levels. :p. '

We are being made inereasingly aware of the role of environment 1ﬁ’educat10n -2
role that most 1ikely transcends that of schools. Thus, for esamnple, enviranm@nt TH
now often held responsible for school failure, particularly }n regard to disadvantaqed
groups.23 With 1mpréssive cqnsistehcy. rasearch findin;scare proving that what might
be considered a "dearesséd envirorment” can, for all intents and purposes, cancel out
' the;pulentia1%y tenelivial effecis of schooling,

One's first - and throughout the formative years frem birth through age 6 - most
embracing environment 1s that of the home. One's first, all encompassing secial milieu
is that consisting of family members, Mounting evidence indicates that the impact of
family members - especially parents - dufing the first vears of 1ife will ultimately
be greater than that of years spent in schaols. indeed might well determine to a very
large extent the degree to which scheoling witl be effective.

The main actors in the home envirerment are 1ts adult members - the parents, The
piaple about whom Conmissioner A1len expressed conecern were America's non-reading adults,
graduates of the school system. The school system, however, avoids them as 1t does
young children during the most significant formative years, Dges this not suggest
victous cycle of causation of among other things, i1literacy? If it not plausible
that non-reading adults provide a non-reading envivonment which, in turn produces nomn-

reading children? Follewing a day in school such children will return to their homes,

4
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which more often than not are located in comunities of similar homes, and the overall
environment wi1l act to erode whatever benefits might have acerued during the hours
spent on the school bench. In contrast, children from homes in wh1@h readin@ is
normative wi1l, in all 11klihood, return to an environment supportive of their school

fnvolvements, and encouraging of their efforts at advancement. .

For too many years the debate regarding reading fallure has focused on the

methodological issue of how best to teach reading 5ki11s. Volumes of research @5 this
question tend to produce 14ttle more than fads which for longer or sh@;ker perieds of
time arenintroduced into elassroom practice only to be replaced by other fads or by the
very methods they sought to ren1ace.24 With the 1mqortant exception of "Sesame Street”,
which introduced a new medium into r&ﬁd1ng Instruction, 1ittle else newly significant
has emerged from a multitude of efforts in the rea1m of reading 1ﬂ tvueti@n. .
Let me suggest that we have co11ect1ve]y been focusing our attent1@n on the wrong
fssue; that the crux of the reading fai]ure syndreme 11es in the creation of what might
be appropriately labled "conditions for reading® or a "reading environment". Further,
this implies a need for organized intervention among population groups not attending
schools - primarily parents and secondarily pre-school age children.
Parents - adults - who most require reading skills in @ﬁper to function as adults
within society and who are the pivotal factors in the creation of home environments,
are those most neglected by @r@an1i§d'}eading~1nstruct1@n efforts. True, the experience
of mass adult 1iteracy campaigns 4n the developing world has served as a discouraging
factor for thote intent upen teaching readin@ to aduIts. But, aurely. evidence derived
from poorly concelved programs taught by unqua11f1ed teachers using neth@dﬂ borrowed
’ from a child's classroom whelly unsuitable for adults, 25 0hou1d not deter us frem undeve
taking serious and systematic efforts to develop approprﬂate adu1t aimed programs.
Indeed, some modest work undertaken both in the U.S. and in several developing C@untrﬁeo

has clearly shown that 1111terate adults can effactively be tauaht hew to read. 26 1f

-
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this is possible to achieve in cultures which are-essentially non-literate it en%zd
certainly become a reality in the U.S. J ’
Numerous attempts to correct educational deficiencies and failures through the
alteration of instructional techniques utilized in schools have, at best, been only
marginally effective. It stands to reason that this singular lack of sdccéssvis not a
result of poor educational techniques bué. rather of the fagt that formal seh@@Iﬂn@ ’t
intervenes in a child's 1ife after six crucial years have already elapsed; years that o N
. wWi11 have stamped a vir;ua11y'1nde1ib1e 1mqressian90n the ehi1@'s cognitive and
affective devglopment. Sechoels will cease their intercession priocr to the entrancef@f
their graduates intc adult roles and vesp;ﬁsib111t1es; bef@r? the individual fﬁrmé more
precise notions regarding the skills and knoW1edge,requﬁred 1n"the a%sumpti@n‘@f those
roles, e )
1t 1s belng suggested here that a strategy more appropriate than the cne currently
prevalent for the spread aﬁd establis?ment of reading abilities would shift the focus
of activity from traditional classroom particiéants to adults en the ene hand and young
children on the other, the latter essentially be;ng an cutcome of the former, In such
a manner it would be possible to predicate the following outcomes: N
a) non-reading adults would become functionally literate,
enabling them to improve the guality of their lives and
better perform thelr function within their families, the
economy and secietys ¢
b) through the agency of gartﬂcﬂ@atﬂﬂg.adu1ts heme envirenments
could be effected, ereating within the home "these supportive
conditions necessary for the upbfing;ng of children,
This course of action {s not proposed as a panaéea to the problems of reading in the
U.S. It should not bte understood as a substitution for additional improvements in

reading materials and reading curricula. Indeed, inplementation of this strateny would

require significant 1nputs inte the‘HEveiaﬁment of reading curricula appropriate for

11
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adu1£s. based on preceéts of adult learning, Nor is it implied that the teaching of

reading in the schools should cease, On the contrary, school reading efforts would

only be enhanced as a resuIt of. the evolvement of rewly guap@rtive home environments

and involvement of parents in the 19arn1ng of read1ng pr@ceda. ' .

) The theme expounded here 1s entirely consis stent with a new trend 1n educatﬂ@n that

is graduaiiy gaining momentum - that of recurrent educat1@n. “Recurrent education”,

) states A.H. Halsey, “"...provides a structure of 0nﬂortunit3 wnisﬁ}yi11 aveld or at o

least redyce the morally arbitrary character of existing educati@na1 arrangementv"
Racurrent .education provides "an alternative to the conventional systemV@@ncentrated on
youth and spreads fpostcompulsery education over the full life-span®, enabling "inter-
action between educaticn and other social activities during which incidental learning
occurs”. 28 From an educational vantage point, then, the theme of recurvent education
and reading instruction within 1ts framework s most attractive s it gnab]es a contine
uous 4nput which eould foster change and facilitate renewal, -

Halt way threugh the 19/0's 1t must be admitted that the goals of "Right-to-Read" .

_._have not been realized at-all. In fact, there 15 avery 1ndiéat1@n that the situation
E““Uixmﬁﬂéﬁioner B11en sought to rectify 15 actually mere severe than was nitially pesed,
We would not be amiss in entertaining the notion that 1t s not inconeefvable that the
qaps batween readsrs and non-readers are actually widening, While ene segment of the
population 15 surging ahead, sharpening its reading and related intdllectual abjﬂ%tﬂes
{nto tools of fine precision, the other portion is advancing at a snafl's pace and
‘quite 1kely 95 not moving forward at all, -

TQF target.remains vitally desirable, The remedies that have been applied in
attempts to reach the target are in need of alteration, A fresh lock at strategies, at
the various interlocking components of reading and reading requisites on the one hand
iﬁd {nstructional meehanisms on the @ther. suggests itself as the propitious approach

s to this issue in the future. Wihile 1t aeem unlikely that "Rﬁght=t@=?ead" will be

attained during the span of this decade, it need be veaffiimed t{at "night-to-Read” is .

l attainable,
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The noted Brazilian philosopher and educator, Paulo Freire, wrote that$?9
- - - . . ) X
- Learning to speak and write ought to be an opportunity for

men to know what spéaking and word really means: a human .
act implying reflection and action. 'As such it is a pri-

. mordial human right and-not the privilege of a few. Speaking
the word is not a true act if'it is not at the same time
associated with the right of expression, of creating and
recreating, of deciding and choosing and ultimately partic-
ipating in society's historical process. .

«

It is for these reasons that the Right-to-REad'effort is such a cogent social g051;
. S

V 1t is for these reasons that it is incumbent upon all associated with reading and

= education - indeed a1l who profess social concerns - to join forces in a-concerted

. effort to eradicate the vestiges of i1literacy. . s e

- . &
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