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Introduction: The Need for Innovation in Light of Current Academic Achievement

The purpose of schooling, be it in a physical or virtual setting, is to engage students deeply in learning — to
plant seeds of intellectual interest that will carry them into the next stages of education and work (Yazzie-Mintz,
2006). Core to such engagement is reading ability, which is the key predictor of literacy achievement in all
areas (Stanovich, 1986), including math and science (ACT, 2006).

By reading ability we mean, of course, much more than pronouncing words and making sense of

text. Written language encodes ways of thinking, ways of knowing. An adolescent student who reads well

Is one who can participate in the logic and excitement of scientific inquiry, who can sample the world view

of an insightful novelist or essayist from a near or distant place or time, who can appreciate the artistry of a
classical poet or a street rhyme-spinner, who can follow the steps of a historian assembling and weighing the
significance of evidence to shed light on a puzzling event.

Advanced reading ability is the key to the full range of ways of knowing. It can no longer be considered a
luxury. The global information economy now requires greater breadth and depth of skill in making meaning
than what was expected of any previous American generation (Snow, Burns, and Gri n, 1998). Tony Wagner,
co-director of the Change Leadership Group at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, recently did a study
of skills students will need in the new global economy (Educational Leadership, October, 2008). He asked
several hundred business, nonprofit, philanthropic, and education leaders, “What skills will students need

to build successful careers? What skills will they need to be good citizens?” (p.20). After hours of analysis,



Four years ago, Briancarosa & Snow (2004) found that some 70 percent of older readers require some

form of remediation, with most of their problems due to reading comprehension, including the ability to think
critically—to understand ways of thinking, ways of knowing. Given these facts, perhaps it is not surprising that
descriptive research from 2006 (Greene & Winters) found that the national graduation rate for the public
school class of 2003 was 70 percent. ' At the middle school level, 69 percent of 8th grade students fall below
the proficient level in their ability to comprehend text at their grade level, and 26 percent read below the basic
level, which means they can’t learn from text at their grade level (Lee, Griggs & Donahue, 2007; NAGB, 2007).

The problems cited above are not new. Highly sophisticated research on older students began in the late
twentieth century. It was in 1999, for example, that the O ce of Educational Research and Improvement of the
U.S. Department of Education charged the RAND Corporation with developing a research agenda to address
the most-pressing, higher-level issues in literacy. Findings from the RAND Reading Study Group (RRSG)
(Snow, 2002) showed an increased need for a high degree of literacy, including the capacity to comprehend
complex texts; but comprehension outcomes for older students, the study found, were not improving, even by
2002 (nor are they now [Briancarosa & Snow, 2004]). Concomitantly, the RAND group found little attention
had been devoted to helping teachers develop the skills they need to promote reading comprehension,
ensure content learning through reading, and deal with the di erences in comprehension skills that their
students need, a finding that is mirrored in a new study by the Institute of Education Sciences (Borman, Dole,
Kamil, Kral,Salinger, & Torgesen, 2008). Witness this high school teacher’s account of coming back to school
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