
Public Policy Education Fund, Inc. 

161 E. Pine St., Grove City, PA 16127 

President 
John A. Sparks, J.D. 
412-458-8629 

Vice President & 

Director of Research 
L. John Van Til, Ph.D. 
412-458-5199 

"Vigilance is the price of Liberty!" 
- J. P. Curran 

SPECIAL REPORT #19 

WHY AMERICA'S SCHOOLS CAN'T TEACH CHILDREN TO READ 

by Samuel L. Blumenfeld* 

I. 	INTRODUCTION 
"Illiteracy in this country is turning out to be a 

blight that won't go away." So declared John H. 
Sweet, chairman of U.S. News & World Report, as he 
introduced the magazine's cover story of May 17, 
1982 on America's declining literacy. He further 
observed: "While the United States has the highest 
proportion of its young people in college of any major 
nation, it has not yet figured out how to teach tens of 
millions of its citizens to fill out a job application, 
balance a checkbook, read a newspaper or write a 
simple letter." 

Illiteracy has now joined unwed motherhood, 
herpes simplex and budget deficits as one of the 
nation's well-publicized but insoluble problems. 
Ironically, Americans are already paying an army of 
over 2,000,000 professional educators who are sup
posed to be doing something about the problem. They 
are the experts, we are told, with college degrees and 
certification. They would claim to know what they 
are doing. A universal compulsory education system 
that costs the taxpayers over $100 billion a year, was 
created to guarantee that everyone in America would 
learn to read and write. So we have teachers, we have 
schools, we have laws. We have more educational 
research than we know what to do with. Apparently, 
however, the system doesn't work. 

In fact, among people who have had as much as 
twelve years of schooling, there is an ever-growing 
population of functional illiterates who cannot 
read training manuals, books, magazines or product 
label!::! written un a third-, fuurth -, ur fifth-grade level. 

Some parents have gone so far as to sue public school 
systems for graduating their children without teach
ing them literacy skills adequate enough to enable 

them to get jobs. Textbook writers often avoid com
plicated ideas because the vocabulary required to 
deal with them is too difficult for most readers. Con
sequently, we get high school and college textbooks 
that present the complexities of life with comic-book 
simplicity and novels written without richness of 
language or depth of character. To many Ameri
cans, highly literate English is now a foreign 
language. 

As voters and taxpayers, parents should be asking 
these questions: Why should the world's most afflu
ent and advanced nation with free, compulsory 
education for all have a "reading problem" in the 
first place? What, indeed, are students doing in 
school if not learning to read? How is it that our 
network of state-owned and operated teachers' col
leges with strict certification requirements cannot 
produce teachers who can teach? How is it that our 
educators are in a quandry over our declining liter
acy skills and do not know what to do about it except 
ask for more money? 

Do not expect any answers to come from the people 
in charge. If they knew the answers, we would not 
have the problem. But the answers do exist. Unfortu
nately, they have gotten very Ii ttIe a tten tion from the 
media perhaps because they are too incredible. 

·SAMUEL L. BLUMENFELD is the author of four books on education : 
How to Start Your Own Private School . .. And Why You Need One, The 
New fliiterates, How to Tutor and Is Public Education Necessary? This 
latest book is the result of four years of intensive research into the origins of 
"tAw-l" ..... nlr .....llpn "",ducAtion in ArnpricA. . HI'> hRR lRUght. in hot.h puhHC' Rnd 
private schools and presently teaches at a private school for children with 
learning and behavioral problems. Mr. Blumenfeld has lectured widely 
throughout the United States and has contributed articles to Esquire, Amer· 
ican Opinion, Educational Digest, Boston Magazine, and Review of the 
News among others. 
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II. WHY JOHNNY CAN'T READ 
A. The Change in Reading Technique 
Actually, it was in 1955 that Americans first 

became aware that there was a reading problem 
when Rudolf Flesch published his famous Why 
Johnny Can't Read. Flesch had written the book to 
explain to an ignorant and somewhat baffled public 
why more and more primary school children were 
having enormous difficulties learning to read, diffi
culties that parents had begun to notice and com
plain about in the 1940s. The incisive, Vienna-born 
author was quite blunt in identifying the cause ofthe 
problem: "The teaching of reading all over the Uni
ted States - in all the schools, and in all the text
books - is totally wrong and flies in the face of all 
logic and common sense." 

He then went on to explain that from about 1930 to 
1950 beginning reading instruction in American 
schools had been radically changed by the profes
sors of education from the traditional 
alphabetic-phonics method to a new whole
word, or hieroglyphic, method. Written English was 
no longer taught as a sound-symbol system, but as 
an ideographic system like Chinese. The essential 
elements of the two methods are easily understood. 

The older method, used successfully for genera
tions in this country has been called the "alphabet
ical," "phonic," or "phonetical method." Under 
this system children are first taught the sounds 
which various letters or combinations of letters 
make. The 26 letters of the alphabet or combinations 
of these letters represent about 44 sounds. Words are 
viewed as combinations of these letter sounds. 

The newer method is called the "look-say," "sight
word," "sight vocabulary," or "whole-word method." 
Under this system, which by 1945 had swept the 
older alphabetic method out of reading instruction, 
the child is taught to look at each word as a whole 
and associate it with a picture or meaning. The child 
is not taught to see the word as a sequence ofletters 
with sound values.} This change in method was news 
to a lot of parents who assumed that their children 
were being taught to read the way they had been 
taught. How else would you possibly learn to read, 
they wondered? 

The educators tried to explain their new approach. 
One of the first was Dr. Arthur I. Gates, professor of 
education at Columbia Teachers College, and a man 
whose research was instrumental in getting schools 
to adopt the new method. In Parents' magazine of 
April, 1931, in an article entitled "New Ways of 
Teaching Reading," Gates characterized the new 
whole-word method as "natural" and "undistorted " 
and the old alphabetic method as "barren" and "fo~
mal." It all sounded wonderfully progressive. It was 
also a good sales promotion for the new reading 
instruction materials that Gates was creating for 
Macmillan Company. In January, 1935, Parents' 
published another article to quell the concerns of 

parents whose little Johnnies were fumbling and 
stumbling in primary reading. The article, entitled 
"How Children Are Learning to Read," explained: 

When you and I went to school we learned 
to read in the following order: alphabet, sylla
bles, words, phrases, and sentences. Today, 
more rather than less attention is given to 
each of these steps, but the order is exactly 
reversed. This change has come about after a 
careful analysis of what constitu tes effective 
reading in the intermediate and upper grades 
and in adult life. 

The "careful analysis" was not the work of pri
mary school teachers who had taught reading for 
twenty years, but of professors of education who had 
never faced a classroom of six year olds in their lives. 
It was only natural that their "research" would tend 
to confirm their preconceived notions. It took minds 
of consummate illogic to assume that by reversing 
the natural order of instruction in primary reading 
one would improve the pupils' performances. In prac
tice, of course, the very opposite occurred. Rather 
than admit that their methods were at fault, the 
professors of education began to find all sorts of 
things wrong with the students. 

B. Reading Disabilities: Progeny of the New 
Technique 

The new method was causing all kinds oflearning 
problems. But that hardly fazed professors, such as 
William Gates of Chicago, who in an article in the 
Elementary English Review of April, 1935, dispas
sionately listed all of the things wrong with the pup
ils themselves who had troubles with the new 
whole-word method: mental deficiency or retarda
tion, defective vision, auditory deficiencies, congeni
tal word blindness, developmental alexia, congenital 
alexia, congenital aphasia, dyslexia, strephosymbo
lia, cerebral dominance, ambidexterity, and emo
tional instability.2 

What were the cures recommended for these horri 
ble diseases? Life, in a major article on dyslexia in 
1944, described the cure recommended by the 
Dyslexja Institute at Northwestern University for 
one little girl with an I.Q. of 118: thyroid treatments, 
removal of tonsils and adenoids, and exercises to 
strengthen her eye muscles. 

'The "word·method" ofread.ing was first developed by Thomas Gallaudet 
- famous as the founder of education for the deaf and dumb in the 1830s. 
Since the deaf and dumb could obviously not learn by a sound·based sys
tem, some other system had to be used when working with them. The 
method was tried for all students in Boston in the 1830s and 1840s but it 
was a failure and was temporarily abandoned. ' 

2In the ensuing years, other educational researchers in the professional 
journ?ls added their own exotic terms to the growing lexicon of reading
disablhty dIseases: bmocular Imbalance, lateral dominance, word 
deafness, acuity dominance, sinistral and mixed manual-ocular behavior 
eye·muscle imbalance, poor fusion, ocular blocks , endocrine disturbances: 
lateral prefer~nces, vertical rotation in visual-motor performance, percep
tual retardatIOn, dyslexaphoria, monocular vision, neural confusion, 
ocular-manual laterality, sociopathic tendencies , prenatal and paranatal 
factors, social maladjustment and, when everything else failed, minimal 
bram damage. 
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While Flesch was the first to find fault with the 
educators instead of the children, he was not the 
first to question the soundness of their new method 
or confront them with its potentially harmful effects. 
The first to do that was Dr. Samuel T . Orton , a neuro
pathologist, who, in 1929, published an article in 
Educational Psychology reporting that there was a 
large group of children who could not learn to read 
via the new whole-word method. He warned that this 
method "may not only prevent the acquisition of 
academic education by children of average capacity 
but may also give rise to far-reaching damage to 
their emotional lives." Orton had discovered all of 
this in the 1920s while investigating causes ofread
ing disability in Iowa, where the new method was 
being widely used. 

By the 1940s, schools everywhere were setting up 
remedial reading departments and reading clinics to 
handle the thousands of children with reading prob
lems. In fact, remedial teaching had blossomed 
into a whole new educational specialty with its own 
professional status! 

C. How the Technique Has Been Perpetuated 

At this point, one might ask, how could the educa
tion professors create reading problems and then not 
be held accountable for the problems they created? Is 
this not a case of blatant educational malpractice? 
Flesch gave the answer: 

It's a foolproof system all right. Every 
grade-school teacher in the country has to go 
to a teachers' college or school of education; 
every teachers' college gives at least one 
course on how to teach reading; every course 
on how to teach reading is based on a text
book; everyone of these textbooks is written 
by one of the high priests of the word method. 
In the old days it was impossible to keep a 
good teacher from following her own com
mon sense and practical knowledge; today 
the phonetic system of teaching reading is 
kept out of our schools as effectively as if we 
had a dictatorship with an all-powerful Min
istry of Education. 

Actually, in the matter of reading instruction there 
exists a private monopoly within a state-controlled 
and regulated system, created by professors of educa
tion with a strong economic and professional inter
est in keeping their textbooks and methodology in 
the schools. The state system of education made it 
easy to create this monopoly and maintain it 
indefinitely. 

As state institutions, the public schools are well 
protected from the market forces that normally deter
mine the success or failure of a private enterprise. 
While monopolies in the private sector are possible 
but highly unlikely, unless sanctioned by govern
ment, they are virtually inevitable in the public sec
tor because of the latter's hierarchical, bureaucratic 
structure which rewards conformity and discourages 

competition. Those who work their way up to posi
tions of power and control in the hierarchy use that 
power by way of tenure to solidify and perpetuate 
their control. Since they supervise the doctoral pro
grams and set the standards for promotion within 
the hierarchy, they promote only those who support 
them. 

Furthermore, the Educational Establishment con
trols the whole process of teacher certification. Each 
level - from the teacher education programs in the 
colleges themselves to actual licensing - is tightly 
controlled. Thus the entire system is a self
perpetuating monopoly. 

D. Philosophical Roots: The Progressive 
Education Movement 

There was a time before the 1930s when the public 
schools performed a pretty fair job of teaching chil
dren the basic academic skills. Old timers like to refer 
back to those days as proof that the public schools 
were, and might once again become sensible places 
where children obtain decent educations. But those 
days are gone forever. 

What happened to create that change? The most 
significant development in primary schooling was 
the growth of the Progressive Education Movement. 
Actually, the movement was started in 1919 by a 
group of private educators who wanted to liberate the 
school from its structured formalism and transform 
it into something more natural, child-centered, and 
creative. Their rejection of "intellectual tyranny" 
made them receptive to less formal ways of teaching 
reading. They were among the first to experiment in 
the classroom with the resurrected whole-word 
techniques. 

By 1930 the new educational philosophy, largely 
inspired by John Dewey, changed the focus ofed uca
tion from the development of individual academic 
skills to the development of cooperative social 
skills. Self-centered creativity was discarded in favor 
of collectivist cooperation. Dewey's famous labora
tory school at the University of Chicago and later at 
Columbia University, set the tone for experiments in 
teacher education. The old tried-and-true methods of 
teaching basic academic skills were rejected because 
they produced individual, independent minds for a 
competitive society. A competitive society was evil 
and the schools that sustained it had to be altered. 

Curiously, Lincoln School, a new experimental 
school, had as one ofits patrons, John D. Rockefeller, 
Jr. He sent four of his five sons to be educated there. 
Jules Abel, in his book, The Rockefeller Billions , 
revealed some interesting details about Lincoln 
School's affect on the boys' literacy: 

The influence of the Lincoln School, which , 
as a progressive school, encouraged students 
to explore their own interests and taught 
them to live in society, has been a dominant 
one in their lives. It is notable that John D. 
Rockefeller 3rd, who did not attend, is a retir
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ing person in contrast to the more or less 
extroverted other sons.... Laurance states 
that the Lincoln School experience whetted 
his appetite in gadgetry.. .. 

Yet Laurance gives startling confirmation as to 
"Why Johnny Can't Read." He says that the Lincoln 
School did not teach him to read and write as well as 
he wished. Nelson, frequently admitted that reading 
for him was a "slow and tortuous process", that he 
did not enjoy reading, but compelled himself to do it. 
The Rockefeller boys were, apparently, victims ofthe 
"progessives' " whole-word reading method. 

It is, of course, no accident that the two leading 
developers of the new teaching method spent their 
entire careers at the two main centers of Dewey's 
influence. William Scott Gray joined the faculty at 
the University of Chicago in 1914 and became dean 
of its College of Education in 1917. He was also chief 
editor of the Scott Foresman Dick-and-Jane basal 
reading program from 1930 until his death in 1960. 
Arthur I. Gates toiled in the vineyards of Teachers' 
College, Columbia, as a professor of education from 
1917 to 1956. He was chief editor of Macmillan's 
basal reading program from 1930 until well into the 
'60s. He died in 1972. Both Gray and Gates wrote 
hundreds of articles on reading instruction for the 
professional journals as well as numerous textbooks 
used in teacher training. 

III. THE EDUCATION ESTABLISHMENT'S 
REACTION TO WHY JOHNNY CAN'T READ 

A. Attacks on the Traditional Phonics 
Methods 

What was the reaction of the professors of educa
tion to the publication in 1955 of Why Johnny Can't 
Read? They denounced Flesch in no uncertain terms, 
accusing him of misrepresentation, oversimplifica
tion, and superficiality. Typically, Gates wrote "Why 
Mr. Flesch Is Wrong," which Macmillan reprinted 
for wider distribution among parents and teachers. 
Other authors of whole-word classroom materials 
quoted Horace Mann in their defense. A Nation's 
Schools article complained: 

How does one tell a gullible public that it is 
being exploited by a biased writer - as in the 
case with Rudolf Flesch and his book Why 
Johnny Can't Read? It will take time and 
patience for parents to learn that Mr. Flesch 
has mixed a few half-truths with prejudices 
to capitalize on two misconceptions. The first 
is his superficial notion as to what reading 
really is. The second is his misrepresentation 
as to how reading is taught. 

Professor Gray, of Dick-and-Jane fame, to whom 
the profession looked for leadership. wrote an article 
for The Reading Teacher, December, 1955, entitled 
"Phonic Versus Other Methods of Teaching Read
ing," a piece defending the whole-word method. 
Teachers were reassured by Gray's research evi

dence which was described by a writer in The Read
ing Teacher as "a veritable storehouse of 
ammunition." 

Meanwhile, criticism of the whole-word method 
continued unabated. Charles Walcutt's Tomorrow's 
Illiterates appeared in 1961, and Arthur Trace's 
Reading Without Dick and Jane was published in 
1965. The Council for Basic Education was founded 
in 1958 by a group of concerned academicians who 
advocated a return to phonics, and in 1961, Watson 
Washburn, a New York lawyer, founded the Reading 
Reform Foundation, a lay volunteer organization 
dedicated to the restoration of intensive phonics as 
the primary means of teaching children to read. 

Despite the furor among parents raised by Flesch's 
book, no major publisher brought out a phonics
based reading instruction program until 1963 when 
three publishers entered the market with new phon
ics programs. But the big companies - Scott Fore
sman, Macmillan, Ginn, Harper & Row, Houghton 
Mifflin, and American Book Company, - continued 
to publish and aggressively sell their whole-word 
programs. 

B. The Great Debate 

Then, in 1967, a book was published that the 
whole-word establishment could not dismiss, Learn
ing to Read: The Great Debate, written by Dr. Jeanne 
Chall, a professor of education in the Harvard Grad
uate School of Education. After several years of 
research into a mountain of studies done on begin
ning reading instruction, Chall came to the conclu
sion that the "phonics" or "code" approach produced 
better readers than the whole-word approach! In 
short, it was a vindication of what Rudolf Flesch 
had asserted twelve years earlier. Since the book, how
ever, had been written for the educational establish
ment rather than for the popular market, it did not 
receive the attention in the general press that 
Flesch's book did. 

Because Chall had given ammunition to the read
ing establishment's worst enemies, the profession 
dealt with her in its own way. The reviewer in the 
Journa.l of Reading (January, 1969) wrote: 

What prevents Chall's study from achiev
ing respectability is that many of her conclu
sions are derived from a consideration of 
studies that were ill-conceived, incomplete 
and lacking in the essentials of suitable 
methodological criteria. In her eagerness to 
clarify these studies she allowed her personal 
bias toward a code emphasis to color her 
interpretations of the data.... 

It seems rather odd that a researcher intent 
upon dispelling confusion should have 
allowed herself to be moored on a reef of 
inconclusiveness and insubstantiality. 

Reviewers in the Reading Teacher, Elementary 
English, and Grade Teacher were just as critical. All 
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seriously reduced the impact that Chall's findings fatten the establishment rather than to raise the 
could have had on teachers of reading. level of literacy. 

Meanwhile, whole-word authors found it neces
sary to come up with new arguments to counter the 
potential competition from the new phonics-based 
textbooks entering the marketin the mid-sixties. The 
argument they used most effectively was that the 
"research" had shown that there was no single 
"best" way to teach reading to all children. 

Adding to the confusion was an expansion of the 
pedagogic vocabulary. New terms were borrowed 
from linguistics and elsewhere, sometimes to convey 
new concepts, at other times to obscure the obvious. 
A new level of sophistication in the whole-word 
pedagogy was reached in 1967 when Prof. Kenneth 
S. Goodman published his controversial article, 
"Reading: A Psycholinguistic Guessing Game," in 
the May, 1967 Journal of the Reading Specialist . 
Goodman wrote: 

Reading is a selective process. It 
involves partial use of available language 
cues selected from perceptual input on the 
basis of the reader's expectation. As this 
partial information is processed, tentative 
decisions are made to be confirmed, 
rejected or refined as reading progresses. 
More simply stated, reading is a psycholin
guistic guessing game. 

The alphabet, in fact, was invented to make guess· 
ing in reading unnecessary. Once a child was 
trained in the sound-symbol system, precision in 
reading became automatic. He might not understand 
all the words as he reads, but that would be the case 
with all readers throughout their lives. Vocabulary 
building is a lifelong process facilitated by reading. 
Teaching reading deliberately as a "guessing game" 
could cripple a child's intellectual development for 
life. 

Despite Goodman's marvelous new definition of 
reading - a definition inspired by the inadequa
cies of the whole-word method - what the profes
sors of education could not brush aside was the 
increasing nationally publicized evidence from a 
wide variety of sources that the reading and writing 
skills of American school children were declining 
alarmingly. The age ofthe "literacy crisis," in which 
poor readers were now rising in the ranks of the 
teaching profession itself, had arrived. 

C. Congress to the Rescue: More Money 

Meanwhile, Congress had decided to do something 
about the reading problem in the only way it knew 
how - by throwing money at it. It passed the Ele
mentary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 with 
its now-famous Title I compensatory education pro
gram . The new Title I bureaucracy began showering 
the schools of America with billions of dollars in 
hopes that students who were failing in reading 
would be saved from future lives as functional illiter
ates. But as so often happens, the money was used to 

In January, 1967, The Reading Teacher surveyed 
school systems to see how Title I money was being 
spent. Directors, associate directors, assistant direc
tors, coordinators, teachers, aides, secretaries and 
advisors were being hired by the thousands and 
much new equipment bought. All of this was to no 
a vail. The literacy crisis deepened. Literacy levels 
continued to decline over the next decade. Money did 
not solve the problem. 

More recently, in 1981, Rudolf Flesch again put the 
educators on trial in a new book, Why Johnny Still 
Can't Read, an up-to-date report on the literacy scan
dal. This time the reading establishment barely took 
notice. And if the nation wasn't all that worked up 
over what Flesch had to say, it was probably because 
it had already begun to accept declining literacy as 
a way of life. Besides, it was now possible to blame 
television, or nuclear fallout, or the breakdown ofthe 
family for the decline. Indeed, the reading problem 
had defied solution for so long that it now seemed 
wiser to adjust to illiteracy than to beat one's head 
against a stone wall. 

If Flesch had proven anything, it was that with 
few exceptions, the educational establishment was 
virtually immoveable on the subject of reading 
instruction - not only incapable of self-correction 
but of even admitting that there was anything to 
correct. For parents it meant that they could not 
depend on the schools to teach their children to read 
properly, especially, it seemed, if the children were 
given "compensatory" instruction through Title I 
grants provided by Congress . 

IV. HOW CAN JOHNNY LEARN TO READ?
WHAT PARENTS CAN DO 

The solution to the literacy crisis will depend upon 
breaking the monopoly over reading education held 
by whole-word advocates. Such a development would 
again open the door to a wider use of phonics . 

But even if the whole-word monopoly over reading 
education is not broken, parents who decide to 
improve their children's reading skills have other 
options. They can find private schools that teach 
reading by phonics, hire tutors to teach their chilo 
dren, or use one of the home instruction programs 
listed below. 

In the long run, the nation needs a campaign to 
encourage freedom and competition in the educa
tional field - especially in the area of reading educa
tion. Such a campaign would help to insure that 
Johnny again has a chance to learn to read naturally 
through the use of the traditional phonics method. 

SUllle Book COlllpanies ~ith Phonics Readers, 

Materials and Aids 
- Open Court Publishing Company 
La Salle, IL 61301: Open Court Basic Readers are 
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phonics readers and also contain selections by well

known authors from classic sources. 


- J.B. Lippincott Company 

East Washington Square, Philadelphia, PA 19105: 

Lippincott publishes Hay- Wingo Phonics and other 

phonics materials which are widely used in private 

schools. 


- Bremner-Davis Educational Systems 

1512 Jarvis, Chicago, IL 60626: Bremner-Davis puts 

out a home instruction package including easy to use 

charts, records, and materials. By reading the simple 


instruction book a parent can introduce his child to 
beginning reading. 

For further information on phonics, contact: 

Reading Reform Foundation 
7054 E. Indian School Road 
Scottsdale, AZ 85251 

September, 1982 
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