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THE PROBLEM

"This is a huge wake-up call for America. We answered it in Virginia last year," [Gov. Glenn 
Youngkin (R –VA)] said. "We passed the Virginia Literacy Act to bring the science of reading, 
otherwise known as phonics, back into our school system for K-3. We invested a record amount 
in education. We, in fact, have been working with higher education and K-12 to raise standards 
and expectations.”

WATCH:  Youngkin says education will drive midterm elections amid poor student performance

https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/news/watch-youngkin-education-midterms-poor-student-performance


CONTEXT
Over 30 states have introduced new or revised reading legislation [* see references], including 
the following:

• States revised or passed new legislation focusing on reading proficiency by 3rd grade, often 
including grade retention policies linked to high-stakes testing. While research on the 
effectiveness of grade retention shows short-term test score gains, they fade over time and 
have long-term negative consequences for students.

• Specific commercial reading programs have been banned at the state level and been 
re-evaluated at the district and school levels.

• Reading policy and practices addressing dyslexia among students now include universal 
screening and prescribed systematic phonics instruction (often Orton-Gillingham).

• Policies have mandated systematic phonics instruction for all students.

• A renewed emphasis on phonics has been added to teacher professional development (such 
as requiring training in LETRS) and teacher education. [*]



HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF READING 
DEBATES
• 1940s – WWII

• 1950s, 1960s - Why Johnny Can’t Read by Rudolf Flesch 

• 1960s, 1970s – Whole language (Kenneth Goodman, Yetta Goodman, and Frank 
Smith) v. Jeanne Chall (Learning to Read: The Great Debate, 1967)

• 1980s, 1990s – WL in California v. NAEP report (Darling-Hammond)

• 2000s – National Reading Panel (NRP)

• 2018 – present – “Science of Reading” movement



ENDURING ISSUES AROUND READING  

• State and federal reading policy

• The quality of teacher education/teacher professional development

• Theories of how reading is learned and should be taught

• The role of phonics and other reading skills in learning to read and reading 
instruction

• The persistent gap between science/research and classroom practices and 
reading policy (notably including the National Reading Panel Report since 
2000)



THEORIES OF READING AND READING 
INSTRUCTION
• Whole language

• Balanced literacy

• Simple view of reading (SVR)

• Active view of reading

• Structured literacy



SKILLS IN ISOLATION

Many of these words can function as several parts of speech once in the context 
of actual usage; for example, “camp” as in “We camp,” “The camp,” “A camp site,” 
etc.



SKILLS IN ISOLATION

Saying students pronouncing 
nonsense words is reading 

proficiency is the same as saying 
children riding bicycles with 
training wheels are cyclists.



SKILLS IN ISOLATION
• Using training wheels to teach children to ride a bicycle is a traditional and deeply misguided 

approach, one that is grounded in misreading what riding a bicycle is at its core—not the 
pedaling but the balancing. Therefore, balance bicycles are the better way to start.

• Keep in mind one can coast on a bicycle and still be riding if the person has 
mastered balancing—as well as several other skills that include braking, holding a straight line, 
turning, and of course pedaling.

• Reading is not dependent on decoding, and a child is only reading if they are making meaning 
from text. Just as someone can ride a bicycle by coasting, a child can read text for meaning 
purely by using sight word knowledge.

• Yes, to be a cyclist one must eventually (and soon) master pedaling, and yes, no one reads 
entirely by sight word recognition (although expert readers depend on many comprehension 
strategies, and likely rarely use phonics rules to accomplish understanding).

https://slate.com/human-interest/2012/05/training-wheels-dont-work-balance-bikes-teach-children-how-to-ride.html


PHONICS FIRST
• For reading instruction with beginning readers, then, systematic phonics instruction in a 

phonics-first setting that prioritizes pronouncing nonsense words is misguided and 
harmful practice.

• As Stephen Krashen has shown, both systematic phonics for all students and no phonics 
instruction are harmful; instead, beginning readers need basic phonics combined with many 
other reading strategies that are all targeting critical comprehension.

• Let’s think more deeply about decoding and phonics in ways I asked us to do with parts of 
speech. Consider asking students to pronounce “dove” and “wind” out of context, and now 
consider these sentences:

o The dove dove out of the tree and scared Brees.

o Because of the fog, you can watch the wind wind through the valley.

http://www.sdkrashen.com/content/articles/2017_does_phonics_deserve_the_credit_for_improvement_in_pirls.pdf


SVR
SVR, at best, is one of the major reading theories of the late twentieth century; in my view, it is 
not even the most compelling. 

But current theories of reading have moved beyond SVR; for example:

1. According to Duke and Cartwright (2021), current theories have supplanted SVR in three 
ways:

a) by identifying additional reasons for struggling readers,

b) by demonstrating that rather than being sequential, pronunciation and comprehension overlap, and

c) by stressing the importance of “active self-regulation” in learning to read, and

2. According to Filderman, et al., (2022) SVR is inadequate for teaching students 
comprehension.

Duke, N.K., & Cartwright, K.B. (2021).The science of reading progresses: Communicating advances beyond the simple view of reading. Reading 
Research Quarterly, 56(S1), S25–S44. https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.411

Filderman, M. J., Austin, C. R., Boucher, A. N., O’Donnell, K., & Swanson, E. A. (2022). A meta-analysis of the effects of reading comprehension 
interventions on the reading comprehension outcomes of struggling readers in third through 12th grades. Exceptional Children, 88(2), 163–
184. https://doi.org/10.1177/00144029211050860

https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.411
https://doi.org/10.1177/00144029211050860
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THE READING LEAGUE
In 2019, Richard Allington [*] confronted the outsized influence of state chapters of Decoding 
Dyslexia on state legislation and classroom practices related to not only dyslexia but also 
teaching beginning readers.

Ultimately, despite the good intentions of this advocacy and despite the need to address any and 
all students struggling to read (disproportionately among marginalized and vulnerable 
populations), Decoding Dyslexia advocacy has caused more harm than good, Allington and others 
assert.

This dynamic should give all of us pause because the same pattern is now occurring with The 
Reading League, a national advocacy organization promoting the “science of reading” through an 
expanding number of state-level affiliates.

The Reading League implores people to “join the movement” and has issued a Defining Guide on 
the “science of reading,” available as a book or a downloadable PDF (if you fill out a form and 
share a good deal of your information)

https://www.thereadingleague.org/
https://www.thereadingleague.org/what-is-the-science-of-reading/defining-guide-ebook/


THE READING 
LEAGUE

The organization advocates for a 
“common” definition of the 
“science of reading” and offers 
one on page 6 with a note to see 
further justifications for the 
limited (and limiting) parameters 
of that definition on page 11. In 
short, The Reading League is 
recycling the “scientifically-based” 
mantra of the National Reading 
Panel (NRP) and limiting the 
“science of reading” to 
experimental/quasi-experimental 
research.



THE READING 
LEAGUE
Another element of the 
limited and limiting 
parameters for what counts 
as reading “science” is an 
over-reliance on brain 
research. The defining guide 
implies a diversity of 
disciplinary sources for 
defining reading “science,” 
but their little list suggests 
otherwise.



THE READING LEAGUE



THE READING LEAGUE
Scholars have challenged the conclusions being drawn from brain research:

Within the neurosciences, however, serious critiques of brain-imaging methods have 
emerged. Many researchers in neurobiology (e.g., Elliott et al., 2020; Hickok, 2014; 
Lyon, 2017) have voiced alarming concerns about the validity and preciseness of 
brain imaging techniques such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to 
detect reliable biomarkers in processes such as reading and in the diagnosis of other 
mental activity….

However, Elliott et al.’s (2020) statement “that commonly used task-fMRI measures 
lack the minimal reliability standards” (p. 801) for identifying abnormal brain activity 
should raise serious caveats in interpreting any imaging study as applicable to 
classroom applications. 

Yaden, D.B., Reinking, D., & Smagorinsky, P. (2021). The trouble with binaries: A perspective on the science of reading. Reading Research Quarterly, 56(S1), S119–S129. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.402

https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.402


THE READING LEAGUE
Mark Seidenberg, a key neuroscientist cited by the “science of reading” 
movement, and others offer a serious caution about the value of brain research: 

Our concern is that although reading science is highly relevant to learning in 
the classroom setting, it does not yet speak to what to teach, when, 
how, and for whom at a level that is useful for teachers [emphasis 
added].

Seidenberg, M.S., Cooper Borkenhagen, M., & Kearns, D.M. (2020). Lost in translation? Challenges in connecting reading science and educational practice. Reading 
Research Quarterly, 55(S1), S119–S130. https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.341

https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.341


THE READING 
LEAGUE
Finally, the ultimate failure 
of the guide and the 
“science of reading” 
movement promoted by 
The Reading League is 
the reliance of the 
“simple view” of reading 
(SVR) and peppering the 
guide itself with 
surprisingly old sources 
(scroll through for cutting 
edge scholarship from 
the 1980s, for example).



R E C O M M E N D E D



THE SCIENCE OF READING MOVEMENT: THE NEVER-ENDING 
DEBATE AND THE NEED FOR A DIFFERENT APPROACH TO READING 
INSTRUCTION (NEPC POLICY BRIEF)
Thomas, P.L. (2022). The Science of Reading movement: The never-ending debate and the need for a 
different approach to reading instruction. Boulder, CO: National Education Policy Center. Retrieved 
[date] from http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/science-of-reading

Publication Announcement: https://nepc.colorado.edu/publication-
announcement/2022/09/science-of-reading
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• How to End the Reading War and Serve the Literacy Needs of All Students (2nd Ed)
• How to Navigate Social Media Debates about the "Science of Reading" [UPDATED]

• Fact Checking the “Science of Reading”: A Quick Guide for Teachers

• Beware The Reading League

• The Fatal Flaws of the SoR Movement: SVR and Phonics First

• Don't Buy SoR Propaganda APM Reports Is Selling

http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/science-of-reading
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https://radicalscholarship.com/2020/08/14/fact-checking-the-science-of-reading-a-quick-guide-for-teachers/
https://radicalscholarship.com/2022/08/29/beware-the-reading-league/
https://radicalscholarship.com/2022/08/31/the-fatal-flaws-of-the-sor-movement-svr-and-phonics-first/
https://radicalscholarship.com/2022/09/01/dont-buy-sor-propaganda-apmreports-is-selling/
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