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ISN'T JOHNNY READING YET? 

Samuel L. Blumenf�ld 

Steve Berman of Brookline is a friendly, artic ula te young man of 19. He is 

perceptive, intelligent, am quite capable of describing and analyzing in :ninute 

detail his entire educati onal history. He is the son of a distinguished Brookline 

physician and looks quite comfortable in the casual attire of the prep schooler. 

And when you speak wi. th him at length, you feel that here 1.s SOMe one eager to 

make his rrark in the 'World. Yet when he gradua ted from the Cambridge School in 

Weston last June, his parents considered the event as something of a miracle. 

Why? Because Steve is dyslexic he could not learn to r ead . Or 30 the 

educators told his parents when Steve was in f irst grade at the Michael Driscoll 

School in Brookline. They called Steve a "severe dyslexic." He reads now, but, 

it took twelve years of blooo., sweat and tears in f our private schools at the 

equivalent cost of two Harvard ed uca tions to do it. And no one has measured the 
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price paid in emotional terPlS. "I knew I could learn to read,"Ʒsays StevƸ, "but 

I didn' t knm'l if I would find anyone who could teach me." 

From that first grade in pUblic sch ool Steve ' s oarents sent him to the newly 

fouOOed Garroll School, which was then located in Newton. The Carroll School 

had been created specifically to help dyslexics. But for Stave, bein g taken 

out of a regular classroom aOO put in a school with problem kids was a terrible 

blmT to his ego. He knew he was intelligent, yet here he Has among the "learrrl.ng 

disabled . " It became a painful, draining experience. "It was normal corning 

home every night miserable," he relates. "It wasn't the school's fault. They 

were just getting started • ., 

Steve stayed at Carroll tH'O years, then was enrolled at the Brimrner-May 

School, a regular private school in Brookline. "It was a resp:tte," recalls 

Steve, "because it was a normal atmosphere. I didn't learn much, but I spent 

a year recovering from the emotional battering I had taken the year before." 

But Steve still wasn't making much progress in reading. So his parents put him 

in the Krebs School in Lexington, a new school for kids with learning nroblrnt s. 

Steve spent five years there, traveling fron Brook line to Lexington every day, 

twelve months of the year. 

It was during his thiro year at Krebs, however, that something very peculiar 

happened to St ev e. He began to realiz e that being a "dyslexic" gave him a sart 

of favored status, so he stopped learning. "It's a phase that many dyslexics go 

through vrhen they b egin to realize that they � learn but don' t .rant to give up 

that special status." Thus, Steve's last two y ears at Krebs were difficult, 

emotionally aOO academically . 

His parent3 3earched for anothelƹ 3chool. They decided on the Cambridge 

School in Weston. It was a lucky choice, because it was there that Steve finƺly 
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b egan to fin:! himself. "My secorn. year at Cambridge was the most pOW'erful 

academic year of my life. I got a straight A average. " It was the moral md 

academic support of the school's staff, particularly Steve's counsellor, Paul 

Johnson, that did it for him. So Steve graduated, am he was also accepted at 

Amherst, another ac hievement to be prom of. But what an agonizi ng ordeal those 

twel ve years were! 

There are millions like Steve all over America who find out in pöimary 

school that they have a "reading problem." It is never suspected that 80meih ing 

may be wrong in the way reading is being tau ght, that irrleed there may be a 

" te aching problem" rather than a learning one. So the youngster ge ts 5 tuck with 

the label. If he comes from a professional or unper middle class faÐily liÑ 

Steve he is called "dyslexic" am sent to pri vate schools for reMediation, and 

eventually he learns to read. Others, however, are not quite so lucky. They 

remain in the pub lic school and do the best they can. The y are usually held back 

in the second grade but then are promoted from year to year in a system that 

etther doosn't seem to care or simply doesn't know what to do. 

Only the most obvious an:! severe cases get any attention. Arrl occasionally 

parents, When they become aware that a problem exists, will r÷ise a fuss. But 

usually nothing happerrls since most youngsters manage to hide their reading 

deficiency very well. Since their deficioncy is a source of embarrassment, the 

les8 attention they draw to themselves, the better they feel. One young man I 

knm<l told me that he always managed to go to the bathroom to avoid having to 

read aloud in clasø. He graduated from Lincoln-Sudbur y  High School, which is 

considered one of the b est in the Boston area, yet he is a functional illiterate. 

The awful truth is that there are thonsams am thousarrl` of functional 



L - ISN'T JOHNNY READING YET? 

illitera tes with high school diploma s in our society who must cope in a world 

that assumes literacy on the part of anyone who's gone to school. Most functional 

illiterates resign themsel'les to their han:iicap, turn down j obs or pr omotions 

that require more literacy than they can handle, am live in constant dread of 

discovery am embarraosment. At the age of 2L, my Lincoln-Su:lbury frien d now 

feels cheated. "They thought they were doing me a f a vor by promoting me," he 

complains bitte rly. "I wanted to be a veterinar ian . But I can't read or write 

good enough to go to college." 

Anct sometirres illiter acy c an lead to near tragedy, as in the case of Helen 

P., a young mother of 26, who moved through public school via social promotion, 

married a carpenter, am now has three children. S he always bluffed her w ay 

through read ing am ",riting si tU!l tions until she gave one of her chiJd r en a near­

!atal dose of medicine because she couldn't read the i ns tructions . She's fin ally 

decided. to learn to read. 

mnny functional illiterates merely get tired of faking it and t hen look for 

help. One of the few places they can go to is The Reading Instttute of Boston, 

a private tutorial school on Newbury Street which specializes in teaching adult 

functional illitera tes to read. The ins titute was f ourrl ed in 1950 by a Brookline 

couple who had taught in the public schools am had become aware of the re ading 

problem. The school was the first of its kind in the Boston area. Today the 

institute is lmed am operated by Marvin JoslmJ, son of the fourrl er s. "We don't 

han:Ue the severe ca ses as do the Carroll, Ianirrark, or Kingsley schools," Joslow 

exPlains. "We deal with skills problems rather than medical or emotional one. 

Our sttrlent» are usually th ose who lack basic skills due to ed uca tional def:ic i eney 

or d epriva tion.1t 
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Up to 1965, 90 percent of the school's stooents came from the private secttor. 

But during the Vietnam war the institute was discovered by the Veterans Adminis­

tration which didn't know what to do with the many disabled veterarw who were 

eligible for the G.I. Bill but could not read or write well enough to get into 

college or pursue technical training. 

"Virtually everyone they sent us was functionally illiterate," Joslow said. 

"Then the Massachusetts Rehabilitation COll1T\ission foun:i us. They couldn't cf fer 

educational rehabilitation to offenders who were illiterate. So we've become an 

important resource for them." 

I interviewed some of Joslow's students. One was an intelligent 34-year-old 

truck driver who had gone to school in Cambridge and New Hampshire and not learned 

to read above a third grade level. To comp""I1sate for his deficiency , he developed 

excellent techniques of memory. But he felt terribly frus tra ted am limited by 

his handicap. It was his marriage to a college girl, however, that finally 

motivated him to seek help. The worst nart was simply overcoming the embarrassŀent 

in having to ask for help. First he went to the Massachusetts School Departn ent, 

but was told that they had no courses for adult illiterates. Then he called 

some schools listed in the Yellow Pages until someone referred him to the Institute. 

The Institute tested him and found that he had virtually no phonetic knowledge 

of the alphabet at all. 

A secord sttrlent, aged 30, born am raised in Roxbury, was told in pulilic 

school that he was a slow learner. So they put him in a special class where he 

learned nothing. "I don't think they really wanted to teach me,1! he said. "It 

was like a 'Welcome Home, Kotter' thing. I wanted to work, but we played games, 

drew 'Oictures and sold cardy." Thro ugh Mass. Rehab. he had been s ent to the 

In.<;ti tute. 
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The third stooent, who had also bee n throug h the Bo ston school s;y-st.em, 

described lrlhat it was like for an illiterata to shop in a supenl8.rket. He relied 

mainly on label pictures for infonnat ion . If the pac kage or cun had no picture, 

he would not tuy it unless he was already familiar with it. His biggest problem, 

however, was adding up his money. He was 27. 

Then there was a. 28-year-old Vietnam veteran who had been to school in 

Brookline and Jarraica Plain and could only read on a third- grad�) level. "I 

ahrays needed a prtvate tutor. I couldn't learn :tn a crowd . I'd g et too embar­

rassed." He was glad that he was finally learning to read. "Everywhere you go 

you gotta read. In stores , in restaurants, if you can ' t read you're lost. I 

love to hang around intell:l.gent people. I l ove to hear them talk. You're a 

second class citiz en if you can ' t read. " 

What was interest:tng about all of t hese functional illitera tes is that they 

had all gone to public sc hools. So COMpulsory public educatton was no guarantee 

of li.teracy. Ani what was even more interesting was that all of the m could be 

ta.ught to read, if the proper instruction methoos were used.. A fter all, the 

Institute had a 100 perc ent success record with those who went through its 

i£struction. So if this were the case, what were the public sch ools doing that 

was caus ing such !11earn:ing problems'! in the prtrrary grades? 

It's a question that many Americans have asked but mich has not been 

answered. In fact, everyone is quite aware by now t.hat we have an incred ibJe 

reading problem in America among people who have had years of reading instruction 

in our s chools. A rec ent CBS three -part television snecial hosted by Walter 

Cronkite conclud ed that at least 15 percent of all 17-year-old are functional 

tl11terates. They cannot read abov�-, a third-grade level. HE,'V[ sta tist.icians 

http:s;y-st.em
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tell us tha t more than 23 million Americans are deficie nt in reading, writing 

aOO comouting skills, am uO million lr:ore possess  just the minirral skills 

necessary for survival. Then, there are all those reports about fa- ing SAT 

scores irrlicating that even the brightest and the best aren't as bright or 

best as those of pr evio us genera ti ons. Karl Shapiro, t he eminent professor poet, 

summed it up in these words: "What is really distressing is that t his generat ion 

cannot and does not re ad . I am speaking of university stooents in what are 

supposed to be our best univers i t.ie s. Their illiteracy is staggering." 

And evcrybcx:ly ..ronders why. vIe soeOO more money am time educat:i.ng alr 

children than any nation in history, so why isn't Johnn;>r reading better? V!hy 

can 
' 

t he write a decent letter? k1hy can ' t he do long division? Maybe it's 

rrecisely because we are spending so much money that we aren't getting tte results 

we expect. Maybe the educators have learned very simnly that the worse they do 

as educators the more money is poured into education. Tons of money. If this 

souOOs horribly culical, it's not w ithout reason. However, prepare yourself 

to learn that there are potenti al scandals in Ame ri can education worse than 

\Vatergate. But first some background knowledge is essential. 

Americans first became aware that they had a reading pr oblem back in 19S5 

w hen Rooolf Flesch published hi± famous v-.jhy Johnny Can't Read. Flesch had 

written his book to explain why more and more primary-school children .....rere Is. ving 

difficulties learning to read, difficulties which narents had begun to notice 

and get unset about in the 19LO's. In fa ct, by 19LL the difficulties were so 

1.lidespreaa. that magazine could publish an article on the subject, declaring, 

!lwf ill ions of childre n in the U.S. suffer f rom dyslexia whic h is the med ical 

term for read ing difficulties. It is responsible f or ab out 70� of the school 
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failcres in the 6­ to 12-:year age group, arrl harrlicaps about 15% of all gra.de­

school children. " 

Flesch's boo k was the first attempt on the part of anyone to explain to 

the public why all of this was happening. He wrote: "'l'he teaching of reading 

all over the United States, in all the schools, arrl in all the textbooks -- is 

totally wrong and fH,es in the face of all lo gic am common sense. " Then he 

went on to exolatn that from about 1930 to 1950, beginning reading instrtrti. on 

in American schools had been radically changed by the nrofessors of educati on 

froM the traditional alphabetic approach to a new look-say or hieroglyphic 

a.pproach. This was news to a lot of parents who assumed t hat their child ren 

were being taught to read the way they had been taught . How els e could you 

possibly learn to read, they worrlered. 

The ed uCC! tor s tried to explCl.in their new methcrl. One of them wrot e in 

Pa.rents magazine in 1935, "Vfuen you ani I went to school we learned to read in 

the following order: alphabet, syllables, words, phrases, and sentences. Today, 

more rather than less attention is given to each of these steps, but t he oI"CE r 

is exactly reversed." Educators had assumed that by reversing the natural orda' 

of inetruction, the pupils would learn to read faster and better, but the VPr y 

opposite happened. But rather than admit tr,at their methcrle 1'Jere at fault, 

they b egan to find all sorts of things wrong with the kids. For example, in 

1935, Willia1"1 S. Gray, head of the Univers i ty of Chica,go's School of Education, 

father of Dick and J ana, am lead ing extJonent of the mm look-say methcrl, lis ted 

a few of the things that were wrong with children having trouble learning to 

read via look-say: me ntal deficiency or retardation; defective vision; auditory 

deficiencies; congenital word blimness; developmental alexia; congenital alexia; 

congenital aphasia; dyslexia; strephosymbolia; cerebral dominance; ambi.dexterity; 
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am emotional instability. 

Other writers in the professional journa.lĘ added their own exotic te\ to 

the growing lexic on of read ing-d isabili.ty diseases: binocular imbalance, la teral 

dominance, word-deafness, acuity d omil12nce, sinistral and mixed manual-ocular 

behavior, eye-muscle imbalance, poo r  fus ion, ocular blocks, endocrine disturbances, 

la.taral preferan ces, vertical rotation in visual-m.otor performance, perceptual 

retardation, dyslexaphoria, monocular vision, neural confusion, ocular-lT'.an ual 

laterality, s oci opathic tendencies, prenatal am paranata l factors, social 

maladjus tment aOO, when everything else failed, minimal brain damage. One 

writer related the blood picture to reading failure, anotre r related a child's 

first m6Jnories of accidents to reading failure . There was no erxi to the things 

that were wrong with children who couldn't learn to read via the look-say methcx:i. 

Flesch was the first to fault the educators instead of the children, and 

you can imagine the kird of resp onse his book got from the educa. tional establishrrent. 

The parents might have loved him, but the educators hated him, and there wasn't 

an educational journal in the country that did not bitterly attack Flesch fer 

sticking h is nose into their business. In fact, to stren gthen their control of 

reading instruction in this country, the wri.ters of the new look-say textbooks 

formed, in 1955, the Interna.tional Reading Association (IRA.) which instanUy 

became a powerful lobby for the look-say methai, thus institutionalizing the 

vested interests of a small but immensely influential group of professors of 

education turned textbook wr iters, am guaranteeing that little reform would 

take place. The royalties William S. Gray, first pres id ent of the IRA, earned 

from Dick am Jane, is estina ted in the millions. Mabel O'Donnell, creator of 

Alic e and Jerry, one of the many competitorZ tha t cropned up to cash in on the 
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popularity of look-say, earned $2,700,000 in royalties. 

While Flesch was the first to publicly fault the educators, he waā not the 

first to question the so undness of their new method or confront them with the 

potentially h armful effects of their malpractice. The first to do that was 

Dr . Samuel T. Orton, a neuropsychiatrist, who, in 192 9, oublished an article in 

Educational Ps ychology' reporting that there was a large groun of ch:i.ldren who 

could not learn to read via the new look-say methed.. He warned that this methed. 

"TraY not only prevent the acquisition of academic edu cation by children of 

average canac ity but may als 0 give rise to far-reaching damage t o  their emotional 

life." 

Orton had discovered all of this in the late 1920's while investiÚting 

cases of reading disability in Iowa where the new method was be ing used. Orton 

was the first to develope a vocabulary to describe the symptoms of reading 

disability and he was the first to pioneer in its treatment. He set up a clinic 

at the Presbyterian Hospital in Ne"l York whic h became the training groum for 

others who entered the field. Neurologists at Mass achusetts General Hospi tal 

heard about Orton's work ani in 193L sent a young neuropsychiatrist b y  the name 

of Edwin Cole down to New York to be trained by Orton. A fter sU: months of 

training, Cole returned to MGH where he set up its well-known Language Clinic. 

In a short time, Boston became an important center for the treatment of reading 

disability. 

I interviel-red Dr. Cole at his office at r.1GH where he has conducted his 

clinic for forty-four years . I asked him why Orton had not b een able to convince 

the educators of the harmfulness of their methods. 

"Orton wasn't very tactful," replied Cole. "He created great fuss and fury 
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among the educators because he was so highly critical of look-say. He talked 

with Gray and Gate/ and the others who wrote look-say textbooks. They said he 

didn't know anything about education. Pretty soon polarization took place, and 

Orton became a taboo subject aYl'long the educators.1I 

So the educators had had some warning from a prominent medical man who 

was already treating severe reading disability cases. By the 19Lo's, schools 

across the country were setting up remedial reading departments to handle the 

growing nurrber of kids with reading problems. In fact, remedial teaching was 

becoming a whole new educational specialty with its own professional status. 

So there was no lack of knowledge among educators that the look-say methcrl was 

causing reading disability, since they were the ones also coming up wi. th some 

of the cures. 

Americans, of course, are used to the venality am greed of politiciaż am 

businessmen. But when it comes to educators, somehow we exnect them to behave 

with greater idealism. But the 9imple truth is that money am Dower do to 

educators exactly what they do to just about everyone else. Dangle a million 

dollars in front of a professor of education and strange things begin to ha.ppen. 

He becomes a mononolist. He trains teachers to teach his way, using his textbooks, 

bought in enormous quantities from his publisher, and he organizes a professional 

organization with colleagues eager to share the pie, and in no time the entire 

profession is controlled. Of course, no monopoly can last forever, b ut you 

can try to make it last as long as possible. So if you wmt to know why Johnny 

isn't reading yet, it's because there's too great a vested inter st in the 

worrlerful world o f  reading confusion and the lucrative methcd of instruction 

that causes it. 

But why hasn't some h onest educator blown the whistle on all of this, you 
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might ask. The answer is tha t few ne o'Ole have had the ti me or oa tience or 

knowledge to get involved in the nitty gritty of beginning read:l_ng iretruction 

except those whose livelihocds depend on it. Am if you're worried about your 

job in a field where are are instantly replaceable , you're not going to rock 

the boat, espec ially if there is nothing tangible to b e ga ined by it. Bes:id es, 

the nromoters of look-say were smart enough to know that the pie was big enough 

for a sizeable group of them. So when Rudolf Flesch blew the whistle, the IRA 

carne down on his like a ton of bricks. In fact, the IRA was so effective in 

counteracting Flesch, that it wasn't until the mid-sixties that a pullli:sher of 

any size dared to come out with a basal reading program bas ed on the alphabetic 

approach. lnowing the look-say bias of the establishment, it took gut! to go 

against the pedagogy of so nany prominent and progressive professors of educe tion. 

The word 1!progressive, II incinenta.lly, is important, f or look-say became 

an integral part of the orogrsssive edu cati on urogram which de-ern:)hasized 

intellectual or academic skill:3 in favor of social skills. Thus, the dispute 

over methods soon became polarized, with conservativeȩ generally advocating oh onics , 

and liberals and progressives promoting look-say. But there were a lot of cr os s ­

overs. Flesch himself was a socialist, but he believed that even little 

socialists should be able to read. 

However, there is one pronlinent educator who has managed to det'y the IRA 

and get away with it. She is Professor Jeanne Chall of the Harvard Graduate 

School of Education, who published her arm sttrly of read ing instruction methcrls 

in 1967 with the help of a grant from the Carnegie Corporation. Twelve years 

after Flesch, Ghall basically came to the same conclusion that her predecessor 

had come to: that the alphabetic approach to beginning reading instruction was 

superior to the look-say approach. Her findings had a po sitive impact on reading 
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instruction, but not as deep an imnact as one would have honed for or expected. 

But at leas t she created within the reading instructiam field a renewed re spect 

for the alphabetic approach, which was now called !leoding aOO deecding." But it 

was not enough to prod uce the kind of ra dical change that was necessary. The IRA 

chieftans F1ere quite criti cal of ehall, and their grip on the reading instruction 

field was too pervasion for any s ubstant:l.al change to take place. It has been 

rumored that Chall was offered a quarter of a million dollars to author a 

reading instruction program by one of the major publis hers and that she turned 

it dorm because she did not want to have a vested interest in any particular 

orogram. Tho.t would have destroyed her credfbility as an indenerrlent scholar. 

This matter of vested interestB is perhaps the b iggest scamal in American 

educati on. Everybcrly knmrs about it, everyone gossins about it, but nobody writes 

about it. If you value yom' s tanding within the est::lbl1s hment, you just don't 

exoose such things to public attention. If profess ors of education can become 

millionaires by monopolizing teacher training and textbook writing, that's their 

good fortune . But if in the nr cceB3 they are promoting a form of educational 

malpractice that is destroying the literacy of a nati on, something must be done 

about it. Must we f orev er tolerate teaching methods that continue to send 

millions of kids to rea dinr, IDlinics and assign millions of others to lives aa 

functional illiterates? If any other industry or profession had the rate of 

failure that the read i ng instruction profession has, it would have been 

investigated, sued, fined, or put out of business. 

The simple trut.h is that if the e ducators really wanted to, they could solve 

the rea di n g problem tomorrow. All th ey ' d have to do is 3imnly return to the 

inÂtruction methods and textbooks used before we ha d the nrcblem. But, surprise t 

You can't use those old textbooks, let alone fin:! them. State laws now mandate 

http:substant:l.al
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that new textbooks be purchased every few years, that is , new textbooks with new 

copyrights. Also, unfortunately, the reading pr oblem is no longer simply the 

reading problem. It's been subsumed under a h o st of other problems involving 

basic skills. Not only can't Johnny read, he can't write, speak , compute, or 

think ef fectively. In s hort, Johnny is a total mess. The ed ucators blame th e 

family, television, social change , divorce, pe"niss iveness, the decline in 

religiou.'3 faith, and the Vietnam war for Johnrl'J's sorry state. But all you have 

to do is take a tour of your local American high school to know t hat the 

academic chaos you fim there has its source in the educat:tonal system itself 

and its philosophy or lack of one. 

If there is academic chaos in American education it's beCause there is no 

field in which planned obsolescence is better and more systematically practiced 

than in education. I defy anyone to fini an old-style arithmetic book on the 

shelves of you r relevancy-obs essed college of education library. Teaching 

styles, textbooks, and curriculum content have changed more frequently and 

radically in the last thirty years than Detroit's car models. And the sale 

reason for much of this "innovation!! is money. Irxieed, one Inu.st hand it to the 

educators in that they have become the most skilled group i,n America at gett,ing 

the government to ham them a continually fatter share of the tax dollar. But, 

at last, the taXPayer is b eginning to wake up. 

Meamlhile, t he federal government has gotten into the act with its Right­

to-Read program. The director of the urogram in Massachusetts is Joseph J. 

Tremont, a congenial, level-headEd. PhD from the Harvard Graduate School of 

Educatlon. His office is tn the Statler Building in Park Square. Dr. Tremont 

worked with Dr. Chall on her book, Learning to Read: The Great Debate. So he 

know� the ins am outs of the read 
-
ing problem pretty well. 
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"Our btrlget this year for upgrading readi ng programs in Massachusetts was 

$100,000," Tremont explained. nBut reading-failure compensatory programs in the 

Åtate got $311,000,000 in 1978 through Title One." So it really pays to create 

reading failure� 

"Teacher� are the key," said Tremont. "But the best tea cher s are drained 

upt.rard! in the hierarch y." So where does this leave us? "Actually," he continued, 

"kidÅ are learning to d ec od e pretty well these days in the elementary gradeÅ. 

But once they learn to r ead there's no practic e, no use. In terms of sheer 

functional illiteracy things are iITl1Jrovin g. But in terms of ultimate goal s the 

si tua.tion seems to be getting worse." 

Head of Right-to-Read's Advisory Council is Jean H. Slingerland, a highly 

literate lady who headed Harvard's Expository Writing Pro gram for freshmen in 

1973-7L. She got a fir st hand view of how the brightest and best were faring 

in the literac y department. "I was appalled and astonished to find that they 

were matr iculating stÆÇents a t Harvard whose reading and writing skills represented 

a tremerrlous obstacle to their s uccess ." tfuen I asked for her prognosticatio n of 

the future, she replie d, ItThings are going to get worse, much worse, befo,e the y 

get better. Harvard is pa ralyzed by its past glory." 

Dr. Tremont then added: "The problem of literacy in this s ociety w ill be 

sol ved when Harvard decides what it wants its graduates to be able to do." 

But what do we do until Harvaro makes up its mini? Hhat do we do with the 

millions of adult functional illiterates beyon:!. our help? h'bat do we do with 

those millions already in the educati onal pipeline? And how do we protect from 

educational malpractice the little one s just entering the educational system? 

Dr. Cole had told me that children were coming to him much earlier these 

days. "Pa.rents are more aware of these proolems am recognize them earlier. 
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This business of 10 -- Learning Disability -- is now widely discussed. Personally, 

I don't like the term "learning disability." The deaf and blind are learning 

disabled. But dyslexics are usually quite normal. T here are a lot of misleading 

terms and concents thrmffi around. For examnle, minimal brain damage. There's 

no proof of actual damage in the brain. Eye exerci ses are baloney. And. there's 

even a fellow in Philadelphia who has kids crawling all over the floor to cure 

their reading problem. It's strange how unscient:ific we can be." 

What methcrl did the l-IGH clinic use, I asked. "We use the Orton-Gillingham 

methoo, originated by Anna Gillingham. Dr. Orton was lecturing in New York one 

night in the late thirties when a lady approached him. She recomme nded an 

intensively phonetic system of reading instruction for dyslexics. S he set it up 

for Dr. Orton, and it has been the basis of our appr oach ever since." 

Dr. Cole WaS also instrumental in creating the Carroll School. "I'd always 

resisted the idea of a separate school far dyslexics. But in the 1950's and 60's 

there was such an increase in the school nopulation, that the dyslexics could no 

longer be given the special attention they needed. So when Samuel Lowe, a very 

concerned narent, pe rsuad ed me to set up such a school, I agreed to do so. We 

took over an existing sch 001 in Newton, then moved it to its nresent location 

in Lincoln." 

I visited the Carroll School's attractive, woodsy campue at the old Storrow 

estatei."1 Lincoln and talked with its slim, fortyish Headrraster, Alan Forsythe. 

Prior to coming to Carroll in 1975, Forsythe �d spent eight years teaching at 

an Ivy League prep school in Hashington, D. C. 

uBerer e Carroll, there was no school for languago dLabled kid s, " he said. 

"Is that another term far dyslexia?U 
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" Dyslexia is such a garbage term. It's ban:i ied about without much accuracy. 

A language disabled kid is one with normal or high intelligence who can't decode. 

The reading pr oblem is usually just the tip of t he iceberg. They have a lot of 

trouble directing themselTes. They usuaLly have motor skill pr oblems . These 

kids ar e different -­ freaky different. Almost all of them ha"e a proolem 

sequencing time." 

How did the Ca rroll School help them, I a sked. 

"we use Gill ingham for reading, aOO apply Gillingham techniques to math. 

We t eam teach but maintain a basic class curriculum. v.le do everything a traditional 

school would do. We work haro. on cursive haOOwritinge We teach grammar like 

crazy. These kids need grammar more than others b ecause they need structure. 

A lot of public sch ools no longer teach formal grammar. In othe r wor d s, we give 

a very formal tradit ional kiOO of bas ic skill education. We have small classes 

with a minimum of aud itory distraction. These kids need quiet so they can 

concentrate." 

I b egan to think of the kind of education I had had in the public schools of 

New York d uring the 1930's. 

writ ing . We had granurar. 

We h ad quiet. We had phonics. We had cursive haOO­

We had s tructure. And it was all free. And there were 

no reading problems. Everyone learned to read. To get the s ame kiOO of educat ion 

today, you had to go to a special private school at a cost of �4,750, which is 

the tuition at Carroll. 

�fodern educati on has warrleril� so far from the traditional function of the 

school as a teacher of b asic academic skills, that traditional techniques are 

used only as rem�'iia ti on after the d amage has been done by the prevailing 

experimental pedagogy. 
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"Educators keep chas i ng butterflies," Dr. Cole commented when I asked him 

what he thought of the open classr oom. "Rate learning is now out of fash ion, but 

it's needed. You've got to train ³mory." He sugges ted that I investi gate the 

curriculum of the schools of education, which he characterized in rather tmcomnlimentary 

terms. "They emphasize technique rather than knowledge." 

I asked Forsythe about the future of the Carroll Sch ool. "We're going to 

get more s ttrl en ts, " he said. "Public schools a:('e not dealing uith basic skills, 

am compete ncy tests will require.,mort> remediation. Tenue prevents the public 

system fram getting rid of its incompetents. So they ' re stuck." 

"Who nays for t he se referrals?" I asked. 

"Two thirds of ow students come to us urrler 766. The state pays for 

tuition an:l transportation. The learning disabled ad oles cent is a very difficult 

nerson, am tcrlay's public s cho ols can I t handle him. Last year, 80 percent of 

our stud ents were tHelve am older . In a wa.y, we've become an alternative 

Junior High School." 

The Carroll School also has a new gymnastmn, which ras grea tly enhanced its 

nrogram. 

So the reading problem has become the language-disabled or learning disability 

problem. And now, with 766, there is even more confusion over terminology than ever. 

The term dyslexia was used by Dr. Orton to describe the comition of those 

youngsters who could not learn to read via look-say; am be ca use Orton was a 

medical man, the term dyslexia t ook on clinical overtones. So remed ia tion became 

equated with medical treatment, am the student became a patient. But the medical 

profes5ian cannot be accused of meddling in ed ucation or making a disease out of 

a learnir..g problem, for when parents were faced with the problem of a child who 
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anparently couldn't learn t o  read, they \lent to their doctors, not their educators. 

Is a functi onal illiterate simply a dys le xi c who has never gone to a d octor 

or a clinic? Probably yes. But most functional illite ra tes do not have the 

other problems usually associated with dyslexia :  poor mo tor coordination or poor 

sequencing. There are a lot of perfectly normal kids who read poorly am 

carmot write simply because they haven't been taught to do so. Most of the 

problem today is sirr|ly due to inst¡ctional incon¢etence, malpractice, 

exporirrentation, am an educatiop..al philosophy that has downgraded academic am 

literacy skills in favor' of social skills. So what we have in America is not 

so ml1ch a reading problem, or a learning disability problem, but a teaching problem. 

or lack of it -- has cr]atE:-d widespread teachingOur educational philosophy 

disability. And thi s ix the major problem of American ed ucation today. 

Teaching disability i5 caused by our s ch ools of education, through which 

our teachers must pass in order to obtain certification. Ever since Horace Vlann 

am his associates estal:lished the first American state teachers college in 

Lexington, Massachusetts, in 1839, the teachers c olle ge s have been a source of 

the 'fowrst kind of ed ucational quackery am experimentation. Tha t very first 

t¹achers college, believe it or not, taught toth Phrenology and the look-say 

methcrl of r eading instruction in its first year! Am the qua"ckery hasn't stopped 

since. But in the first 7, years there were enough countervailing influences to 

keep the quackery un-!er reasonable control. Tcd.ay, quackery prevails throughout 

the system; it b the norm, while traditi onal mºlthcds are reserved for the 

eccentric and "freaky dif'ferent." 

The literacy of a natio n is determined by its educators , an! in America, 

tha t me ans by its teachers of tea chers . This relatively srmll group of professionals 
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insulated from publtc pressu re , is literally determining the future of American 

civilization. Contrary to popular belief, the future of this country is not 

bteing made by its businessmen, or -poli ticians , or bureaucrats. It is being made 

by edUC8,tors who dete rmine what is and is not to be taught in our schools. 

Th.e educators are shaping the minds of our peo ple , am the mim of a nation 

determi nes its future. 

Hhat can be done? At this point not very much. As long as public education is Am-

&ricate big[est river of tax-derived cash flow, the system is bound to get worse. 

The educator toda;r, cli mbing the hierarchy of bureaucra.tic power, is mot:ivated by 

sheer greed. The system now is so self-serving, that to put a child in it is to 

make him a victim of its inherent corrupti on . The child can only be saved by 

parents who are aware of the situation a.m can afford to sem him to a r.alfway 

decent privat e school. John Holt advises keeping the child out of school altogether . 

Not a bad idea when you consider the alternatives. Personally, I prefer the private 

tutor . An hour o f  tutori ng is worth ten hours in the classr oom, which makes it 

far more econor:1ical than one would suppose. Also, tutoring can be corrlucted in 

pleasant home surrou."'ldings, eliminating the need for elaborate public schools. 

But ",fiere does one fim tile tutors? Through advertising. Thi¾, of cours e, does 

not solve the proolem for the nation. But first you must urrlcrstand t hat the 

national problem has no solution. There are only personal solutions to indivmdual 

nroblems: private schools , church schools , tutoring, or home instruction. No 

child need be a victim of teac hing disability where so many good alternatives are 

available. 


