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To the Editor:
Ten million school age children in the United States are poor readers, and public schools face tremendous obstacles in helping them develop literacy skills.  Schools must negotiate cultural and language barriers, address economic and educational disparities, and meet the diverse needs of various groups of students. These problems make it difficult for schools alone to help students learn to read well.  

In its 2002 report, the National Panel Reading suggested that good reading instruction must include the following four components: word knowledge, fluency, comprehension, and writing. The teacher’s ability to integrate these components effectively, in concert with support from parents and others at home, leads to student proficiency in reading.

To help all students read, teachers need to implement teaching strategies that place an emphasis on language acquisition, address individual needs, and effectively involve parents. Teachers Network Policy Institute (TNPI)--MetLife Fellow Patricia Meegan found that teachers need an understanding of how students learn to communicate and typical problems they are likely to encounter in order to become effective at teaching reading. However, research indicates that most teachers receive minimal training to prepare them to meet the needs of diverse learners, particularly those most at risk of not reading by third grade.  A one size fits all approach often results in alienation of students who perceive school-based literacy as disconnected from their lives in the real world.

Since the early 1960’s, educators have operated on the premise that good home-school relations and family involvement are integral to school improvement.  Furthermore, research has shown that successful parent involvement results in higher student grades, improved long-term student academic achievement, and an increase in positive student attitudes. TNPI MetLife Fellows Sandra Bravo, Lamson Lam, and Barbara Hampton found that if the ultimate goal is creating successful readers, it is critical that parents must be active partners in their children’s education.  They have the power to help their children be successful in school.   

According to Sandra Bravo, historically, family literacy programs have been created with the mentality of fixing the child and the family. Instead, she advocates for enrichment programs that use the cultural knowledge that parents bring and connect it with academic or school knowledge.  Such programs help parents gain awareness of the tools needed to achieve success in school, thus empowering parents to take an active role in the literacy development of their children.

Teachers need assistance in developing partnerships with parents and families.  It is assumed that teachers can figure this out for themselves, but few teachers are prepared and supported to learn how to work with students and parents who are not native speakers of English. Frequently, teachers do not speak the same languages as the students and their parents. While there are laws governing family literacy programs--Reading Excellence Act, Workforce Investment Act, Elementary and Secondary Education Act and Head Start Act--the basic assumption of the mandates--that teachers know how to develop partnerships and are supported in doing so--are flawed.  It is imperative that teachers receive assistance in developing community relationships that can be nurtured so as to promote reading and literacy development.

If our goal is truly that every child will read by third grade then we must create a structure to encourage and support this goal.  The following recommendations offer some general guidelines to initiate, equip, and support successful literacy practices.

Teacher professional development needs to focus on:  1) Successful reading strategies with an emphasis on language acquisition; 2) Differentiated instruction; and 3) Parental involvement that connects school instruction with the cultural literacy practices that exist in the home.

Schools need to:  1) Develop programs that support parent literacy learning, emphasize the importance of parents as teachers, and empower them to support their children in the learning process; 2) Make available parent instructional resources that can be used at home such as books, puzzles, games, and literacy kits; and 3) Provide opportunities for parents to plan, develop, and participate in literacy programs with their children.
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