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The New York City school system is guilty of widesuread educational rraloractice 

in the teaching of reading. By using leok-say or sighto·reading instruction 

techniques they have insured the creation of thousands of reading disabled students. 

This is proven by the reading scores of the system's puryils wr.ich has been decli ning 

steadily for the last ten years. The New York Tirres of November 19, 1972 

reported that only 32 ner cent of the city's pupils were reading at or above grade 

level. On February 15, 1974 the New York Times renorted that 3308 per cent of the 

Blmils were reading at or above grade level. That is, two-thirds of the city's 

'DunUs read below grade level, and 24 per cent of the nunils tested were readin~ 

a · full two years below grade level. On May 7 of this year the Long Island Press 

reoorted that 66.2 per cent of the city's nunils were still reading below grade 

level, with 23.1 oer cent actually reading two years below grade level. Nor can 

we be sure that these official statistics tell the full story of reading railure, 

s1.nce there has been statistical evidence of irregularities in about eight ner cent 

of the cla"sses tested and allega ti ons of widespread cheating. 

Whatever the true test scores may be~ the evidence is quite clear that two-

thirds of the nunils in the city's schools are not being taught to read adequately, 

am rmny of them are becOTfling seriously tarrlicapned functional illiterates who '..ill 

be decrived throughout their lives of the pleasures arrl advantages of reading, 

unable to oursue careers or life styles demanding higher literacy. 

All of this is the result of a form of educational rralnractice about llhich 
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educa tors have had clear warnings as early as 1929 when Dr. Samuel T. Orton, 

writing in the Journal of Educational Psychology of F eb ruary 1929, stated 

tmequivocally that the sight-reading or look-say metha:l of beginning reading 

instruction could cause serious"reading disability. He wrote: 

"I wish to emnhasize at the beginning that the strictures which I have-to 

offer here do not aooly to the use of the sight method of teaching reading as a 

whole but only to its effects on a restricted group of children for whom, a s I 

_	think we can show, this technique. is not only not adapted but often proves an 

actual obstacle to reading progress, am moreover I believe that this group is 

one of considerable educational imnartance both because of its si~e and because 

here faulty teaching methcds may nQt only prevent the acquisition of academic 

education by children of average caoacity but may also give rise to far reaching 

darra ge of their emotional life." 

That was written forty-six years ago, before the look-say ~ethod became the 

dominant way of teaching children to read in American schools, before we knew 

that its effects would be disastrous among a much larger nrooortion of Duoils 

than ever imagined by Dr. Orton. In 1955, when the reading oroblemhad become big 

enough to become noticed, Dr. Rtrlollf Flesch wrote his famous book "\-Thy Johnny Can't 

Read." In it he exnosed the look-say methcd as the root cause of our growing 

reading nroblem arrl he urged Lr:;ediate educational reform. He made it quite clear 

tha t you cannot inmose an ideogra-o:uc or hieroglyohic instruction technique on an 

alt)habetic ...-ri ting system without cau3ing serious read in~ disability. In Trr'J boo~, 

"The New Illi terates," 'Dublished in 1973, I demons tra tOO with armle d ocumenta tion 

that since 1955 the vast rra-.jerity of American educatars have d one virtually nothing 
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to change their instrllction techniques. The schools of New York still use a 

look-s ay or sight-reading anproach to beginning reading instruction, ani that is 
• 

why the .reading scores are at an all-time low. In addition, the entire American 

educational system has been forced to adjust itself to the lower literacy of its 

students. 

A New York oarent who would nrotect her child against the serious lifelong 

ravages of educational malnractice has no choice but to wi th:l.raw her child from 

the city's school system and to either send him to a private school that teaches 

reading; via intensive nhonics (alnhabeticaUy), hire a tutor to do so, or tutor 

him at home. Hrs. Barbara Fra~, a high-school graduate, decided to tutor her 

six-year-old son at home. By doing so she is avoiding the risk that her son 

mie-ht becone one of the academically harrlica~ functional illiterates of 

tomerrow. Mrs. Fra~'s high school education eminently qualifies her to teach 

the three R's to her six-year-old son, John. She is using sound instruction 

techniques, inclur ing my book, "How to Tutor," which will enable her to give her 

child the basic, fu.rrlarnental skills he must have for successful academic work in 

the future. 

The ~eading instruction nr0o/am used in the school John Fran~ atterrled is 

the Macmillan Readin~ Frogram TH'hich I evaluated in nv book, "The New Illiteratesll 

(•• 302), as essentially a look-say nrogram. At the conclusion of my evaluation, 

I wrote: "This is basically a hiercglynhic system of instruction. Imnosing a 

hieroglynhic sys tern of instruction on a sourrl-syrrb ol writing system can cause 

associational confusion, dyslexia, strenhosyrnbolia, am other reading disabilities." 

This warnin~ is cOf'lDarable to the one the governr-lent insis ted be nlaced on c i garette 

ads and oackage:;. However, in the caB8 o:f educational ma l rractice disnensed in 

I 
-' 
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vublic schools at public cost, the government has remained astonishingly silent. 

Why? Because the teachers' lobbies are too big am too "powerful. 

There is no reason why any child Sh01Ud be subject to the risks inherent in 

sight-reading instruction techniques when Derfectly goa:! alphabetic methoos for 

reading instruction exist. That the educators refuse to acknowledge the existence 

of their educational ~alnractice is what wakes it necessary for narents like 

Mrs. Franz to act in behalf of their cwn children's future intellectual well-being. 

It is noteworthy that Mrs. Franz became aware of the faulty teaching netha:!s used 

on her son on her own, before reading my or Dr. Flesch's book. One does not have 

to be a teacher to recognize educational rraln.ractice any more than one has to be 

a doctor to recognize the ill effects of smokin~. 

In researching the origin of the sight-reading methcrl I discovered that it 

originated as a means of teaching the deaf to read. Because the deaf' could not 

hear sounds, t hey could not learn to read by way of learning the letter soums. 

They were taught to read ~.;hole woros in association with 'Dictures. This methcrl 

was first developed for norrral children in 1835 by Thcmas H. Gallaudet, director 

of the Hartforo Asylum for the Deaf ani Dum. It did not become widely adonted 

until the first Dick and Jane readers appeared in the 1930' s. Thus, for the last 

forty years the norrral children of America'have been subjected to reading instruction 

develO'Oed for a s'Oecial group of a'cf1.ormal, handicanoed children. The result has 

been an enidemic of reading disability wi th the e motional am academic nroblems 

that have come with it. On a m tional scale it has ca1.:Sed 'i.ha t Dr. Karl Sha0itO 

calls "the most inarticulate generation of colles:e stl.!dents in our history." 

Mrs. Franz is to be congratulated, not corrierned, :or her act. As a hie;hly 

concerned nar nt she has ,-j!"itt,en am talked with educators ani writers allover 



nPRESS Statement by <urmel L. BIUJ1'l€m eld - 5 

the country in an effo~ to fin::l out how best to give r:er child the basic 


academic fourrlation he needs. She is anything but a neglectful or negligent 


~rent. She is a concerned, thoughful narent, respon::l : ng to her sense of 


res!)ons ibili ty toward her child. It is to be honed that other ~rents will 


follow her examnle of courage and intelligence. 
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Mr. Blumenfeld has distinguished himself by his forthright artiCiulation of the problems 

that face parents in obtaining a sound education for their childre in our public schools. 
He can help many who know that there is something wrong but are understam4ably con­
fused in trying to focus on the real issues. 


