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Ideology Is Still Trumping Evidence

While Mr. Allington’s views occupy something of amid-
dle ground in the debate over the report of the National
Reading Panel, he believes that the federal government
should not be setting policy about reading instruction. He
offers recommendations that, if followed, may increase
our chances of leaving no child behind.

By Richard L. Allington

THINK everyone can agree that children differ.
Therein lies what worries me about “evidence-
based” policy making in education. Good teaching,
effective teaching, is not just about using whatever
science says “usually” works best. It is all about find-
ing out what works best for the individual child and
the group of children in front of you. In an earlier
Kappan article, | wrote about what we had learned
from studying exemplary elementary teachers in six states.*
Relying on a one-size-fits-all curriculum — even one
found to be “evidence-based” — was not one of the char-
acteristics of the nation’s most effective teachers. Instead,
we observed these teachers selecting and experimenting
with multiple instructional approaches, always driven by
the responses of their students.

These teachers were not, to paraphrase Linda Darling-
Hammond,?focused on doing things “right” but were ded-
icated to doing the right things. They were not, to para-
phrase David Pearson,? looking over their shoulders to get
their cues but were looking into the eyes of the children
in front of them. These teachers were not following a set
of explicit instructional directions created by someone far
removed from the classroom but were teaching explicitly
what they observed their students needed when they need-
ed it. They didn’t necessarily reject commercial instruc-
tional packages or the directions that invariably accom-
pany them, but they were rarely observed actually fol-
lowing such advice with any fidelity. Instead, they took
their cues from the children they were teaching. They re-
alized that noresearcher or curriculum developer had ever
met their students, much less attempted to teach them.
Thus they were reasonably sure that their own observa-
tions were far more reliable than a miscellany of sugges-
tions offered from afar.

THE PROBLEM OF ‘WHAT WORKS, GENERALLY’
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Our current “scientific” method focuses almost exclu-
sively on identifying what works best generally. That is,
our research designs compare how treatment and control
groups do “on average.” But no study has ever identified
an educational treatment that has worked effectively for
all participants. In his chapter in The Voice of Evidence
and elsewhere, Joseph Torgeson illustrates just how many
struggling readers are left behind — 8% [[AUTHOR: IS
THISTHERANGEMENTIONED ONBOTTOM OFP. 366?
MINE SAYS 11%-44%.]] to 44% — in the intervention
studies funded by the National Institute of Child Health
and Human Development (NICHD).* Even with one-to-
one expert tutoring, many struggling readers (50% or
more) in these intervention studies still failed to learn to
read anywhere near grade level.® These studies did illus-
trate the positive effects of access to intensive, expert read-
ing instruction for many struggling readers. For many, but
not for all. The interventions were successful for the ma-
jority of struggling readers, but a significant minority —
say, one-third on average — were still struggling mightily
and benefited little from the intervention.

Perhaps fewer struggling readers would have been left
behind if researchers were not so wedded to the idea of
“replicability.” The problem of replicability is that it as-
sumes that good instruction can be packaged and then
replicated over and over again. But the evidence belies
this fantasy. Effective teachers are much like the effective
physician who offers a multi-pronged approach to reduc-
ing cholesterol, for instance, an approach that includes
changes in diet, added exercise, and the use of drug ther-
apy.

Physicians know that scientific “clinical trials describe
population averages for the purposes of developing guide-
lines, whereas physicians must focus on the individual pa-
tient’sclinical responses.” In other words, controlled clin-
ical trials are, at best, a weak proxy for the ideal physi-
cian/patient relationship. | would likewise argue that con-
trolled research studies are, at best, a weak proxy for ef-
fective teaching. Teachers, like doctors, must make deci-
sions based on the unique evidence they observe in their
students. This makes “replicability” of effective instruction
something very different from teaching from a scripted les-
son plan.

As a researcher who uses multiple research methods,
including randomized field trials, | often wish | could gen-
erate the absolutist sense that so many ideologues seem
to accept so easily. As a teacher, | wish there were some
hope of finding the one best method to teach anything —
the one method that worked for every student. As ateacher
educator, | wish | could tell my students some few absolute
truths, other than telling them to expect children to differ.
But the fact is that researchers deal in probabilities, not
absolutes. Teachers deal with variation, not sameness. And
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teacher educators must foster a healthy skepticism of ab-
solutes and an expectation of population variation if they
have any hope of developing effective teachers.

Given all this, where does that situate me regarding The
Voice of Evidence? | don’t share the enthusiasm of Timo-
thy Shanahan or Peggy McCardle and Vinita Chhabra, nor
do | share the level of skepticism of Elaine Garan and
Stephen Krashen. | found the book uneven. Some chap-
ters are well written and likely to be useful for the intended
educator audience (e.g., the chapter by John Guthrie and
Nicole Humenick). Other chapters continue the long tra-
dition of reliance on jargon (e.g., the chapter by Sally Shay-
witz and Bennett Shaywitz). And some chapters (here
Robert Sweet’s chapter comes immediately to mind) offer
up more nonsense and misinformation than scientific ev-
idence. (For example, see his comparison of historical lit-
eracy rates.) As for Shanahan’s chapter, | wondered if he
had even read my book, Big Brother and the National
Reading Curriculum, which he skewered. | wondered be-
cause it seemed to me that if he had read the book, he had
missed my point completely. My central concern was
twofold: 1) there is compelling evidence that 30+ years of
top-down federal mandates have not worked to improve
reading achievement,” and 2) federal reading initiatives
have been playing fast and loose with the “actual findings”
(see Shanahan, this issue) of the National Reading Panel
(NRP) and of reading research in general.

‘ACTUAL FINDINGS’ OF THE NRP
AND THE VOICE OF EVIDENCE

Overall, | think I've been less critical of the full report
of the National Reading Panel than Garan, Krashen, and
other critics. In my view, the NRP was underfunded, un-
derstaffed, and given a time line that was far too short.
Consequently, the panel members rushed a report that still
arrived more than a year after the initial deadline.

Nevertheless, as Garan has so pointedly observed in
Resisting Reading Mandates and now in these pages, there
was a substantial mismatch between what the NRP actu-
ally found and what the Summary of the NRP report said
the panel found.® And because few people ever read the
phonebook-thick full report, it was the misinformation in
the Summary that became conventional wisdom. | don’t
think we can just sweep this concern under the rug like
so much immaterial dust. | also don’t think that suggest-
ing, “The best antidote to this problem and the ones not-
ed by Dr. Garan would be for more teachers to read the
report itself,”is a viable option either. It isn’t that the Sum-
mary got it all wrong, but rather that there is no excuse for
the Summary to get anything wrong. The errors of fact in
the Summary are not simply the result of a difficulty in



dumbing-down complicated stuff for public consumption.
The errors in reporting the findings reflect, to my mind, a
simple ideological bias in favor of a particular sort of read-
ing instruction for beginning readers and for struggling
readers — the sort of reading instruction that the full NRP
report doggedly avoided recommending.

The full NRP report, even with its several flaws, gener-
ally made use of the fairly contingent language that re-
searchers usually use, and it generally noted where the
evidence was weak (e.g., the usefulness of systematic
phonics instruction for poor readers in grades 2-6) or large-
ly nonexistent (e.g., the role of decodable texts in begin-
ning reading instruction).

The full NRP report was less clear on the issue of the
role of independent reading. Perhaps because of Krashen’s
critiques, responses from NRP panel members have clar-
ified what the NRP found on the topic of extended inde-
pendent reading opportunities. Jay Samuels wrote:

I should point out that the fluency section of the NRP
report (2000) neither endorses nor condemns inde-
pendent silent reading. Failure to endorse should
not be interpreted as a criticism of this technique. .
.. The available data suggests that sustained silent
reading is not an effective practice when used as the
only type of reading instruction.** (Emphasis in origi-
nal.)

In a similar vein, Shanahan wrote:

The NRP set out to find out if the various ways that
we encourage students to engage in such practice
[independent reading] actually work. . . . The pan-
el simply found too few studies of this type to make
any determination based upon them. . . . In fact, the
panel did not conclude that children did not need
reading practice, only that how this might be best
accomplished is an open question.*

As Krashen points out in this issue, no one ever sug-
gested that “just reading,” with no provision for instruc-
tion, was a viable plan for helping children acquire read-
ing proficiency. Unfortunately, asJ_? [[AUTHOR: FIRST
NAME?]] Edmondson and P_?_ Shannon and others have
pointed out, in some schools independent reading prac-
tice has been largely banned as being unscientific, based
on misrepresentations of the NRP findings.*?

What continue to bother me — and | expect bother
both Garan and Krashen — are the numerous and con-
tinuing misrepresentations of the findings of the NRP and
the potentially harmful influence these misrepresentations
seem to be having on classroom practices, often under the
guise of “scientific” or “evidence-based” criteria.

MISREPRESENTING THE EVIDENCE



In his chapter in The Voice of Evidence, Robert Sweet
trumpets the Partnership for Reading as a wonderful ac-
complishment and a huge step in the direction of evi-
dence-based teaching. He notes that this is a legislated
collaboration between the U.S. secretary of education, the
secretary of health and human services, the director of
NICHD, and the National Institute for Literacy to dissem-
inate information on “scientifically based” reading in-
struction. The most visible product of the Partnership for
Reading to date is the widely disseminated booklet, Put
Reading First (PRF), published in 2003.* The back cover
of this small, teacher-friendly document states that “the
findings described in this document were drawn from the
report of the National Reading Panel.” The same assertion
is found on the Table of Contents page.

So what are we to make of the statements in the Put
Reading First booklet that have no basis in the NRP report?
While this booklet gets some things right, it also presents
aset of guidelines for instructional materials. These guide-
lines are typically used in decisions about which instruc-
tional materials a school might purchase with federal
Reading First funds. But these PRF guidelines rely more
on an ideology than on evidence from the NRP or any oth-
er source.

For instance, consider the “finding” that one charac-
teristic of “scientific” reading programs is that “the mate-
rials include books or stories that contain a large number
ofwordsthat children can decode by using the letter-sound
relationships they have learned or are learning” (p. 13).

But the NRP did not recommend such texts. It found,
“Surprisingly, very little research has attempted to deter-
mine whether the use of decodable books in systematic
phonics programs has any influence on the progress that
some or all children make in learning to read.”* Basical-
ly, no studies existed in which decodable texts had been
isolated as a variable to estimate their impact on reading
acquisition. None.

However, in a more recent experimental study, J_?_
[[AUTHOR: FIRST NAME?]] Jenkins and his [[“HIS” COR -
RECT?]] colleagues compared the effects of the use of de-
codable texts on the reading development of two ran-
domly assigned groups of struggling readers.* One group
read texts with a high proportion of words (85%) they
could decode using the letter/sound relationships they had
been taught, while the other group read texts with many
fewer words that could be decoded (11%). Classroom
reading instruction for both groups was the same. The re-
searchers reported that, among tutored students, those
reading highly decodable texts had no advantage on any
measures over those reading the less decodable, pre-
dictable [[AUTHOR: SHOULD WORD “PREDICTABLE”
ALSO BE IN DESCRIPTION OF “HIGHLY DECODABLE”
TEXTS?]] texts. Even when examining the children with
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the lowest pretest performances, there were no observed
benefits for using decodable texts. But the provision of de-
codable texts is now one of the required features of pro-
grams to be purchased with federal Reading First funds in
state after state.

What should we think when the PRF booklet says,
“Adding phonics workbooks or phonics activities to these
programs of instruction [basal reading programs, litera-
ture-based programs] has not been effective. Such add-
ons confuse rather than help children” (p. 17)?

Nothing in the NRP report indicates that such add-on
programs are less effective than more integrated phonics
lessons. Indeed, Shanahan wrote that “the authors of this
summary have strayed into the realm of belief and myth
rather than that of research or research combined with log-
ic — by claiming that adding a supplementary phonics
program to a basal or literature program is necessarily in-
effective — [[AUTHOR: IS THIS SECOND DASH COR-
RECT? SEEMS LIKE THE END OF THE SENTENCE.]] NRP
did not find that and, given the nature of the research find-
ings we reported on phonics, | would be surprised if the
statement were true).”** [[AUTHOR: IS THERE AN OPEN
PARENS. MISSING IN PRECEDING QUOTE?]] Nonethe-
less, integrated phonics curriculum materials — with de-
codable texts, of course — have become the standard for
schools wishing to purchase “scientific” curriculum ma-
terials with federal Reading First dollars.

Then there is the assertion in PRF that “systematic and
explicit phonics instruction is particularly beneficial for
children having difficulty learning to read” (p. 15). This
statement flies in the face of the NRP finding that “phon-
ics instruction failed to exert a significant impact on the
reading performance of low-achieving readers in 2nd
through 6th grade” (p. 2-133). Evidence notwithstanding,
phonics programs now seem the recommended strategy
for addressing the problems of older struggling readers in
the federal Reading First initiative.

| could go on, but | think the point has been made. We
are faced with a substantial federally funded dissemina-
tion effort that is disseminating not research findings but
“beliefand myth.” Thisis ideology trumping evidence. And
this is the one thing that has me upset.

I must note that I've been writing professionally for more
than 30 years, and nothing I've ever written suggests that
acquiring decoding proficiencies is not a critical aspect of
early reading development, as Shanahan notes in this is-
sue. In addition, | believe that it makes no sense to teach
children any aspect of decoding without providing them
the opportunity to practice that aspect while reading con-
nected text. But there is no evidence that creating the ar-
tificial but highly decodable texts that have pigs doing jigs
is necessary to foster effective decoding proficiency.

There is also no evidence that an add-on phonics pro-

6



gram doesn’t work as well as an integrated phonics pro-
gram. Struggling readers go off track in many ways, but
most older struggling readers aren’t just poor decoders.
Some are, and those students should be provided useful
decoding lessons. But the documented blanket prescrip-
tions for a one-size-fits-all phonics intervention will fail
most of these struggling readers.

MAPLES OR OAKS?: IGNORING
THE FOREST WHILE DEBATING TREES

Like McCardle and Chhabra, | champion using research
to inform instruction. Like Shanahan, | worry mostly about
the few things that really matter in teaching children to
read. In fact, | worry that this debate too often is like ar-
guing about whether maple or oak trees make the better
forest — even as the forest is being bulldozed by devel-
opers.

But | also worry that the many mandates for scientific
reading instruction routinely ignore all the scientific evi-
dence on how to develop children who will invest huge
amounts of personal energy in reading and learning to
read. Guthrie and Humenick, in their chapter in The Voice
of Evidence, provide a meta-analysis of 22 studies. They
found larger effect sizes than those produced by system-
atic phonics instruction (according to the NRP) for the fol-
lowing: 1) setting knowledge goals rather than perform-
ance goals; 2) providing students with choices about what
to read, where, and with whom; 3) supplying interesting
texts; and 4) allowing pupils to collaborate while reading.

Too many “scientific” reading programs now being im-
plemented in Reading First schools meet none of these cri-
teria. None of these four aspects of effective reading in-
struction are being used to evaluate Reading First pro-
grams, nor are they routinely incorporated into the Read-
ing First professional development offerings. The focus is
on the “five pillars” of reading as set forth by the NRP
(phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, comprehen-
sion, [[AUTHOR: ISN'T “FLUENCY” THE FIFTH PIL -
LAR?]] and fluency). Other pillars, just as important to any
scientific conceptualization of evidence-based reading in-
struction (motivation, effective instructional grouping,
matching texts to students’ development and needs, ex-
tended-time opportunities, instructionally informative as-
sessment, writing, expert tutoring, and so on) are being
routinely ignored.

Because the NRP issued no “finding” on instructional
grouping or on matching children with appropriate texts,
we now see in the classroom curriculum materials in too
many schools an emphasis on providing whole-class read-
ing instruction using a “scientific” reading series with re-
mediation. | believe this anti-scientific approach is



doomed to fail the very children I've long worried most
about.

B _? [[FIRSTNAME?]] Taylorand her colleagues, study-
ing schools enrolling mostly low-income students, found
that a reliance on whole-group reading lessons was relat-
ed to lower reading achievement.®* R_?_[[FIRST NAME?]]
O’Connor and her colleagues compared the effects of tu-
toring struggling readers with grade-level classroom ma-
terials versus tutoring them with materials matched to their
reading levels.* They conducted the study because they
found a preponderance of whole-class instruction in
[[AUTHOR: “IN” CORRECT HERE INSTEAD OF “AND,”
NO?]] remedial and special education programs using
grade-level classroom materials in their lessons, materials
often two or three years above the reading level of the
struggling readers. Since selecting appropriate texts for in-
struction is the first step in designing effective lessons, they
wondered why anyone would think that struggling read-
ers would be well served by lessons from materials far
above their reading levels. They found, not surprisingly,
that tutoring with materials matched to a student’s read-
ing level was more effective, especially for the lowest-
achieving students.

Taking this issue a step further, Anne McGill-Franzen
and her colleagues conducted a content analysis of two
popular “research-based” basal reader series approved for
use in Reading First schools.? They found that the teacher
manuals for these materials provided almost no support
for adapting lessons to meet the needs of children who
were reading below grade level. The program anthologies
contained grade-level reading material almost exclusive-
ly. They raise the question, How could any reading pro-
gram that provides a one-size-fits-all curriculum be con-
sidered scientific? Or effective for struggling readers?
Nonetheless, it is just this sort of one-size-fits-all instruc-
tion that is being mandated and monitored in classrooms
across the nation.

Taylor and her colleagues also found that “telling” as a
teaching style was not related to improved reading. So in-
stead of telling a child how to spell “nuts,” the more ef-
fective teacher says, “Say it slow. What sounds do you
hear?” Telling students potentially undermines the devel-
opment of agency and independence; at least it preempts
both. Itisn’t that telling is always ineffective but rather that
always telling is ineffective. The single-minded focus on
instructional explicitness diminishes the likelihood of de-
veloping the kinds of meta-cognitive awareness and self-
regulation that are essential to proficient reading.?* As Pe-
ter Johnston argues, “The assumption that just being more
explicit will make for better instruction assumes that lan-
guage is simply a delivery system for information, a liter-
al packaging of knowledge. It is not. Each utterance in a
social interaction does much more work.”2



It probably isn’t fair to point a finger at the NRP or The
Voice of Evidence for all of this. Shanahan has noted a
number of topics that the NRP considered important to in-
vestigate but had to ignore because of the constraints of
time and money.# The Voice of Evidence calls attention
to some of these issues but wholly neglects others. It isn’t
the case that no empirical research exists on these addi-
tional pillars of effective reading instruction. Rather, these
pillars have largely been ignored in contemporary ac-
counts of what research says about reading instruction.
Because of these errors of omission, one has to wonder
how many anti-scientific mandates for reading instruction
will be promoted under the guise of being “research-
based.” Given all the attention paid to the five pillars, one
also wonders why The Voice of Evidence didn’t include
more chapters on the neglected pillars.

WHERE TO GO FROM HERE?

If policy makers are interested in what the research says
(and | remain dubious®), then there are several recom-
mendations that must be considered. Here are three that
would ease my concerns.

= Any future attempts by policy makers to identify what
the research says should, as suggested by Gregory Camil-
li, Paula Wolfe, and _?_[[FIRST NAME?]] Smith, go
through an open request for proposals and an open com-
petition for the funds to complete the task.® Adequate
funding, an explicit scope of work, and a reasonable time
line are essential. My hunch is that, if such a process had
been followed for the NRP report and for The Voice of Evi-
dence, then the advice offered in both might look very dif-
ferent.

= The reports generated through such competitions
should go through a rigorous peer review before being re-
leased for public consumption. Again, both the NRP re-
portand TheVoice of Evidence would have been improved
by such a process. Perhaps even a process of “adversari-
al collaboration,” as advocated by McCardle and Chhabra
in this issue, should be required before any future reports
of this sort are released.

= Any “plain language” summaries of the reports
should be written by (or at least vetted by) teams from na-
tional professional organizations (e.g., the National Edu-
cation Association, International Reading Association, Na-
tional Reading Conference, American Educational Re-
search Association). Perhaps members of these groups will
have fewer difficulties translating scientific findings into
comprehensible output (here | am just slipping in a bit of
reading researcher jargon).

Honestly, though, | remain largely unconvinced that
such undertakings are very productive or necessary. | don’t
believe that attempting to mandate national curriculum
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content and instructional method is an appropriate role
for federal bureaucrats and policy makers. In my view,
Congress and federal agencies should be supporting the
adequacy of educational opportunity while encouraging
experimentation and documentation. Rather than at-
tempting to restrict the professional autonomy of educa-
tors or usurp the legal authority of state and local school
boards, federal policy makers should be focused on fos-
tering innovation and improvement. The actual role of re-
search is to invent and document improved procedures
for teaching childrento read rather than to report on horse-
race-type comparisons of old, tired programs and pack-
ages.

The best evidence on effective instruction that we can
garner is fragile evidence, often stripped of any external
validity. AlImost every curriculum scheme works in some
sites, and none has ever worked well everywhere. That has
been the finding time after time when state and federal ed-
ucational initiatives have been evaluated.?® | remain puz-
zled by the faith that policy makers vest in packaged pro-
grams as the solution to the nation’s reading ills. I'm puz-
zled because programs, packages, bundles, and projects
seem largely impotent compared, for instance, to the ab-
solute potency of local capacity. Report after report points
to local capacity — usually a blend of variables including
expertise, commitment, and financial resources — as the
key factor in improving schooling and thereby improving
student achievement. | know of no evidence that follow-
ing the tightly scripted lessons from any reading program
has ever succeeded in building local capacity or even
building teacher expertise. However, there is much evi-
dence that mandating a “scientific” instructional package
will fail to improve teaching or learning if local capacity
is limited or wholly lacking.?

Nonetheless, federal policy makers have blindly as-
sumed that American teachers have been using the wrong
programs and packages and that by changing that fact
alone, reading instruction and reading achievement will
improve. The evidence for this sort of magical thinking is
slimatbest. Itis only by fostering 1) teacher expertise about
how readers develop and how teachers can help and 2)
personal professional accountability for the reading de-
velopment of each child under our watch that we might
hope to ever leave no child behind.

We know some things about how we might foster
teacher expertise. Both the NRP and the chapter by Louisa
Moats in The Voice of Evidence offer useful advice, as do
a wealth of other sources.?

| believe the evidence indicates that professional ac-
countability emerges only with professional autonomy. No
one has ever taken personal responsibility for a failed plan
imposed from above and afar. | think the evidence demon-
strates that increased expertise is more likely as profes-
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sional autonomy and accountability are enhanced.? And
I think that much of the anger in the debate over the NRP
report, over The Voice of Evidence, and over recent fed-
eral policy generally stems from the fact that none of these
attempts to improve reading instruction truly champions
either the development of expertise or the expansion of
professional autonomy. And that failure suggests a tragic
disregard for the voice of evidence.

There is a useful role for research in improving the
teaching of reading. But that role is limited because the
research available is limited in many ways. As the full NRP
report continually reminded us, the evidence is contin-
gent at best and incomplete too often. But a federal cam-
paign to impose particular one-size-fits-all instructional
materials and methods on America’s children and their
teachers is neither scientific nor productive. At worst, it
seems to be an ideologically and entrepreneurially driv-
en agenda that has co-opted the research and too many
researchers. America’s children deserve better.
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