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INDIANA’S 3rd GRADE READING PLAN

By Bill Stanczykiewicz
School is out for summer, but work continues on developing a new education policy aimed at solving a foundational problem.

Not enough Indiana students are able to read by the end of third grade.  According to the Annie E. Casey Foundation, only 34 percent of Hoosier third graders scored “proficient” on a nationwide reading exam.  Among African American and Hispanic students in Indiana, only 15 percent earned “proficient” status on the national reading test.

The national average for all students is 32 percent.  Indiana’s third grade reading scores rank 23rd in a nation that ranks only 11th in the world.

According to the Casey Foundation report, students who are not able to read before entering fourth grade are likely to never achieve literacy skills.  These students are more likely to drop out of high school, be unemployed, be unqualified for military service and live in poverty.

In addition, the Casey report estimates that the U.S. economy would grow by $1.3 trillion to $2.3 trillion if our nation’s third grade reading scores were among the best in the world.

The Casey study states, “Without a dramatic reversal of the status quo, we are cementing educational failure and poverty into the next generation.”

The Indiana General Assembly, in an attempt to reverse the status quo, has called on the Indiana Department of Education (DOE) to develop a plan for improving third grade reading.  DOE’s first draft has been completed, and public input now is being invited.

DOE’s initial plan calls on schools to use research-based strategies for reading instruction and for providing additional help to struggling students.  Elementary schools would be required to offer 90 minutes of uninterrupted reading time to students each day.  Schools also would be required to encourage increased parental involvement and provide teacher professional development.

Specific achievement goals for each student would be established and then measured.  Under the DOE plan, students who are not proficient readers by the end of grade three would not be promoted to fourth grade.  Exceptions can be made for special education students, students who do not speak English and students who already have been retained twice since kindergarten.

“The big stick at the end is retention,” said Stacy Hughes, a former school superintendent in Noble County who now serves as the DOE’s Assistant Superintendent for Student Learning.  “But we don’t ever want to get to that.

“Instead,” Hughes continued, “the focus is on what we can do for kids, starting in kindergarten and working through third grade, giving students good, high quality research-based activities and materials (to improve their reading skills).”

Rep. John Barnes (D – Indianapolis) is a middle school social studies teacher.  Barnes said, “I would hope that retention always is the court of last resort.”  Barnes said he and his teaching colleagues will need more flexibility to meet the state’s new reading plan.  “To give the kids 90 minutes a day for reading is almost impossible with the academic standards that we have right now.  That’s something we need to loosen up on.  We need more flexibility within the school day (for reading).”

Meanwhile, Sen. Dennis Kruse (R – Auburn) said he prefers that the state retain students now instead of detaining them later as adults.  “Seventy percent of men in our Indiana prisons have only a fourth grade reading level,” said Kruse, who chairs the Senate Education Committee.  “If you don’t learn to read, you’re not going to be able to get a job.  So you’re going to turn to drugs and crime and other things in society that are bad, costing us additional money to keep you in prison.”

How much additional money, if any, is needed for the DOE’s reading plan has not yet been determined.  The initial draft calls on schools to use existing remediation and summer school dollars to improve third grade literacy skills.

DOE is inviting public comment on the reading plan at:  3rdgradereading@doe.in.gov
Once a final policy is adopted, students will have their best opportunity to succeed if new education strategies are complemented by parents who are involved in their child’s school work and by neighbors who volunteer in community reading programs.  School is out for the summer, but teaching kids to read never takes a break.

Bill Stanczykiewicz is President & CEO of the Indiana Youth Institute.  He can be reached at iyi@iyi.org.

###
(Note to editors: IYI provides members of the media free data research and information on sources for stories on youth issues. To access this service or to arrange an interview with IYI President and CEO Bill Stanczykiewicz, please contact Glenn Augustine, vice president—communications at 800-343-7060, 317-396-2734 or gaugustine@iyi.org.)
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