Reading instruction is too
vast to focus on one part

Whenparents
have children who
struggle with read-
ing,they wantan-
swers. They want
to knowwhat dis-
tricts will do to help
theirstudents.

Unfortunately,
some parents turn
to groupslike WY
Lit,or columnslike
therecentone by
Hesserinthispaper. The problemis
thatthose sources tendtoconvey
outdated or partial information,or
complete misinformation aboutlit-
eracyinstruction.

Forexample,despite Hesser’s
claimthatitis “widely accepted”
thata quarterof the populationhas
dyslexia, currentresearch notes
thatthe variancerangesfrom4% to
21% (Elliot,2020) because “thereis
currently no scientifically and edu-
cationally meaningful way of identi-
fying a dyslexic subgroup within the
larger pool of those whostruggle
with decodingtext” (Elliot, 2020,
p.S62).

Inother words, the differencebe-
tween apoorreaderanda dyslexic
readerisone based onarbitrary or
haphazardstandards, butnotuni-
versally applied standards.

Additionally, WY Litrefers to “ev-
idence-based” instruction, whichis
usedin arguments and notbasedon
research.Itis amadeupconcept.In-
stead, the debate isover what evi-
dence counts, which is why WY Lit
andits continued presence inthis
paper can cause so many problems.
When we look atevidence, we see
that “no matter how sound the stud-
ies of neural processing, perception
and memory, we mustrecognize the
possibility thatthey, atleastin some
cases,couldbeirrelevant,inconse-
quential or misleading with regard
toteaching” (Shanahan, 2020, p.
S239).

Studiesofthe braindonotneces-
sarilylead to quality instructional
methods. Those methods havetobe
developed,andrepeatedly studied.
A program that provides “evidence-
based” instructionis sayingnothing,
and couldbe misconstruing evi-
dencethat doesnotcontributetoin-
structional understanding.

So,whatare parentstodo?
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First,know where the actual ex-
pertsand quality research are.In
2020, the fifth volume of the Hand-
book of Reading Research was pub-
lished, as was a special edition of
Reading Research Quarterly, one of
thetop journalsinliteracy,onthe
scienceof reading. These referenc-
es,notadvocacy groups, set the stan-
dard forthefield, and are the ones
thatshould be consulted. Ask your
schoolsifthey have referenced
those sources.

Second, exposerhetoricalargu-
ments and prioritize research-based
agreements and disagreements. For
example, the debate over dyslexiais
aredherring,onethathas“ledtoa
burgeoning dyslexiaassessmentin-
dustrythatdisproportionallycaters
tomore advantaged social, racial
and economicgroups (Homqvist,
2020) while distracting attention
fromthe needs of highnumbers of
other struggling readers” (Elliot,
2020,p.S71).

Inother words, those with means
canfighttohave theirchildren la-
beled asdyslexic, and those without
those means are forcedtosee their
childrenlabeled aspoorreaders.
Money goes tothose labeled as dys-
lexic, while those withoutthelabel
suffer. And, since “criteriaforthe di-
agnosisremainunclearand inconsis-
tentlyapplied by assessors,whoare
oftendirectly employed by custom-
ers” (Elliot,2020,p.S71), those
who canpay receive the services,
andthose who cannot are left
behind.

Of course, groups like WY Lit will
complain aboutthis designation.
They dosobecause they are finan-
cially vestedin one ideology, and not
interested infindings from current
researchinthefield.

Backtoparents: whatshouldpar-
entsbe asking of Laramie County
School District1 teachers?

First,they should askabouttheac-
knowledgmentthat the act of read-
ingishistorically, culturally and
socially situated, which means that
asreadersread,theybring their
backgrounds, cultures and perspec-
tivestothe texts (Smagorinskyetal.,
2020).Readingis morethanjusta
child reading words. Readingin-
cludesboth decoding and compre-
hension; claims thatinstruction
should only or primarily focus on de-

coding are misrepresentations and
oversimplifications of the research
(Cervettietal, 2020).

Second, parents should ask about
indications of the different phases
that students go through asthey
learntoread (Ehri, 2020). These are
not grade-specific, but student-spe-
cific,and they include the relation-
shipsbetween letters and sounds,
butdonotstopthere.Infact, science
ofreading shouldtakeinto account
language comprehension, writing,
contentand backgroundknowledge,
aswell as the different family litera-
ciesthatreadersbringto thetext
(Goodwin & Jiménez, 2020).

Readinginstructionisvast; focus-
ingononepartattheexpense ofthe
others will notbe effective. Parents
atalllevels should make sure that
readinginstructionis significantly
morethanjustdecoding.

Third, contrary to Hesser’s con-
tention, parents should ask about
differentiation between schools, be-
tween classrooms and between stu-
dents. Indeed, “Identifying the
particular literacy strengths and
weaknesses of a givenstruggling
readerappears to be the most effec-
tive meanstodetermine forms ofin-
struction appropriate to hisor her
needs” (Elliot, 2020, p. S67).

Fidelity ismerely a refuge for
those uninterested in the nuance of
instruction. Instead of asking ques-
tions about whetherornotacurricu-
lumis being taught withfidelity,a
parentshould askhowthe curricu-
lumis abletobe modified, revised,
adjustedor even tossed out,based
onthe specific needs of the students
intheclassroom.

Essentially, when companies
offeraquick curriculumor fix for
the massive, nuancedfield of read-
inginstruction, they are only selling
something. Instead, refertothe cur-
rentexpertsinthefield, and know
that reading instruction contains
multitudes. Do notfall victimtothe
“rhetorical cudgel” (Shanahan,
2020) wielded by some groups;
findthe actual experts and
advocates.
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