


IN THE UNITED STATES, We alm to be a
soclety in which everyone can read
and understand text at a college-
entry level or above.

We consider schools that are not
on track to achieve this goal to be

failing their students.






Literacy in the U.S.
was likely similar, though
in 1776, 20 percent of
colonists read (or at least
purchased) Thomas Paine’s
Common Sense—not a
straightforward text.

Today, only 57 percent
of adults can perform
moderately challenging
literacy activities, such
as understanding the last
sentence.!

. ! National Assessment of Adult Literacy (2003)
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If you can’t decode, you can’t read.
That’s point #1 of the Simple View.
But decoding isn't enough on its own.
Try reading this:

“England’s openers labored
34 balls before scoring their first
boundary as Strauss cracked
two fours through the leg side.
Cook made a patient start before
motoring past his skipper.”

You know the code, but you also
need the vocabulary and background
knowledge—in this case, cricket
knowledge. That’s point #2.















Some letters are even more
unpredictable. Try this:

A mystery word begins
with the letter e. What sound
does the word begin with?
Come up with three before
turning the page.
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/el 11/

fai/ /1/
/3;/ /e1/

There are (at least) six possibilities. So Kids can’t just learn
that e makes the /¢/ sound in end—though that’s a good
start. They have to learn each specific pattern. There are
hundreds of them. Finnish has 29.



EACH TIME YOU LEARN

A NEW CONNECTION—for
example, that sh stands
for the /sh/ sound at
the start of ship—a tiny
part of your brain gets
rewired.

Scientists have recently
begun to understand how
that works. It turns out
it’s a lot like building
amuscle.
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The partthat litup is the
part of the brain that deals
with speech.

Notice that the rear of the brain is dark.
Itisn’tinvolved in speech at all.


















Between these two zones—
the visual zone at the back
of the brain and the spoken
language zone in the middle—
lies a critical switchboard. Itis
the seat of reading. If you have speech
it, you can read; if you don’t,
you cannot.
It’s called the visual word
form area.®

. 9 Illustration based on Dehaene (2009)



Something miraculous is going

on here. We know everyoneis

visual

word form born with the language part of the

area
A

brain—the speech and meaning
parts. You learn to speak and to
understand spoken language

simply by being around other
people who speak for a few years.










Reading, after all, isa fairly recent
invention. The earliest known
writing is from Mesopotamia around
3200 B.C. That’s far too recent for the
skill of reading to have become part
of the brain’s structure from birth.

speech




Instead, you have to build the

visual word form area of your brain

one connection at a time. You have

visual to learn that p stands for the sound
at the start of pen (usually) and
ough stands for the sound at the
end of though (sometimes).

visual
word form
area



speech

And this homemade part of
your brain is surprisingly flexible.
You can read type at differentsizes,

In different fonts,

dlfferent e \,&“0“
(

But that’s not all.















Thereare no
shortcuts. You
can’tjustlearnto
recognize every
word on sight. There
are too many of
them.

And you would
never be able to
figure out words like
Brobdingnag and
Glubdubdrib.




But fortunately, like
a muscle, you can grow
your brain with practice.
Heikki Lyytinen,
a Scandinavian
neuroscientist, showed
that the visual word
form area begins to
appear in the brain scans
of non-readers after as
little as five hours of
training in decoding.®

Bremetal. (2010)
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We have analyzed data from a decade of
tracking students’ pathways in early reading.
We identified schools that get outsized results.

Then we called them and asked what they were

doing. We found five patterns (so far).







2. Surround kids with books.

Reading at the right level
Improves decoding, vocabulary,
knowledge, and stamina.

In a recent study,!
students who read an extra
seven minutes per day in class
had substantially higher
reading rates than other
students. Those minutes
add up to 160,020 additional
words read in each school year.
And reading volume is more
Important than even cognitive
ability in building knowledge.*?

11 Kuhn & Schwanenflugel (2009)
12 Sparks etal. (2014)













Reading at a college-entry level is a
virtuoso performance. Even reading on level
by third grade requires a constellation of
successes—from mastering the mysterious
sound-spelling patterns of English to the
painstaking accumulation of vocabulary
and knowledge. A single verb, to read, seems
Inadequate. Achieving this noble goal—
effortless reading, and love of reading, for
all—is one of the great social undertakings
of our time.
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Some suggestions for further reading

Stanilas Dehaene’s Reading in the Brain: The New Science of How
We Read is the most up-to-date, definitive book on the neuroscience of
reading. Dehaene is a professor at the Collége de France with a writing
style that is surprisingly accessible to laypeople. You can also find
presentations by him covering the same material on YouTube.

The Reading Mind: A Cognitive Approach to Understanding How
the Mind Reads is a new, engaging explanation of the psychology of
reading from University of Virginia professor, Dan Willingham. In
prose aimed at teachers it starts with asingle E. L. Doctorow sentence
and unpacks what the mind does in order to understand it.

The bible of explicit reading instruction—especially phonics—is
Douglas Carnine’s Direct Instruction Reading.

For more depth on just about every topic related to reading, The
Science of Reading: A Handbook is a powerful collection of papers
edited by Margaret Snowling and Charles Hulme. Not for the faint
of heart.

Finally, a readable guide to the problems of struggling readers aimed
at parents and educators is Sally Shaywitz’s Overcoming Dyslexia.
Shaywitz is codirector of the Yale Center for the Study of Learning and

Attention and a leading expert on dyslexia.











