
The concept of universal public education in the United States has a large and
complex history.

As in Europe, the importance of education in ensuring a stable as well as more
coherent and functional society arose in the 19th century along with the arrival of
industrialization and social urbanization. With industrialization and trade came the
end of slavery, but as the new and illiterate urban populations arrived to take up 
factory labor they also appeared, suddenly, as a revolutionary threat to stability. 

Revolutionary socialism, it was believed, could best be averted by inviting the
masses to join the small but growing urban middle class, co-opted into their system
of values, with opportunity for personal progress through education. Universal 
education – to the point of strong universal literacy – became a national objective
throughout much of western Europe as well as in the United States. And in compari-
son with many other nations, the United States actually took a strong place at the
forefront.

By 1890 more than 90 percent of adults in Massachusetts had attended some
school, and were effectively literate. By the middle of the 20th century the national
standard was considerably higher. Approximately 70 percent of Americans had 
graduated from high school, and 40 percent graduated from college. 

However by the end of the 20th century both the American population and the
country’s educational challenges were shifting. In recent decades a new stream of
immigrants from Mexico and Latin America, as well as immigrants and refugees
from Asia, joined a significant existing population of disadvantaged Afro-Americans
to create a series of unique new challenges to educators. The problems of effective
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language acquisition, urban gang cultures, and industrial outsourcing – all seemed to
arrive at the door of the American schoolhouse in the last and first decades of the
20th and 21st centuries. 

In the last decade, further, a new determination to overcome these challenges
by employing factory/industrial teaching models and analytical methods from sci-
ence has added to the complexity of the debate. And the perfect system has yet to be
identified.

What remains clear, however, is that American education needs to adapt, and
there are at least several significant, transformative opportunities which are now evi-
dent to move all of our diverse populations forward toward significantly greater
learning and success.

Reinvention starts here.

One important change in our educational strategy arises out of the same phe-
nomenon that in recent decades has presented such an educational challenge: global-
ization.

Out of globalization, and our national desire to become more competitive in
the world marketplace for products, services and ideas, has come a recent sea-change
in our perspective about our need to create a generation of Americans that is far
more fluent in multiple languages.

In that context, one of the most obviously qualified national resources we have
is the children in the 52 million segment of Americans1 who do not speak English at
their home language. Depending on their generation as Americans, these children
give us a strong base of young Americans who are already bilingual. If the new
national objective might be described as a generation of Americans who speak, along
with English, one additional Latin-American language and, optimally, one additional
Asian language, then we already have a existing core of linguistic talent to carry us
forward with the advance of economic globalization.

Instead of almost universally criticizing these children in our schools as insuf-
ficient in their English as we do today, we need to examine ways to strengthen their
learning and achievement by recognizing and supporting their real learning power.
For example, new programs already in place today in Los Angeles offer early oppor-
tunities for Spanish/English-speaking children of Latino heritage to learn Mandarin
as well, both in high school and even elementary school. And a new level of learning
engagement among these children, along with rising test scores both in language-
based and mathematical studies, is already evident.

Now, it’s also time to consider another very significant, perhaps even the most
important opportunity of all to advance American’s children toward universally
higher achievement.
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For almost two decades researchers have been aware of a very special and
serious developmental problem among our children, and its long-term educational
impact. 

Yet this problem also reflects an opportunity, one which most educators them-
selves hardly recognize. And perhaps for that reason it has never received the
resources required to bring it to implementation.

That point of educational reinvention is the national strategy that, through the
advocacy and leadership of the U.S. Reading Team Foundation and its sponsors, we
are determined to initiate here.

What research tells us about the national inequalities
in child development and classroom learning.

What researchers learned for the first time in 1995, after an extensive study of
American families, was that there were tremendous differences in how families at
different socioeconomic levels nurtured their children through the first 36 months of
their lives.

And what those parents did or did not do, in loving and nurturing their chil-
dren, had a stunning impact on how much those children were able to learn – or not
learn – in school five, ten and fifteen years later.

The impact was  nearly permanent or just plain permanent.
And it either worked for you, or against you.
What did those researchers find out that was so important, yet almost no one

knows about today?
Educators and researchers Betty Hart and Todd R. Risley2 were among those

who were heavily engaged in the educational intervention efforts in the War on
Poverty in the 1960s. But in their studies on intervention they saw that the initial
benefits in vocabulary development and learning ability to pre-school children in
these pioneering programs were soon washed away. In 1967 they expanded their
study to include both children in impoverished families and the children of universi-
ty professors, but the outcomes were unchanged. “Our results, however promising,
washed out fairly early and fairly completely as the children aged.” They could not,
even starting with pre-school children, change the long-term development trajectory
in either category of children, although the children of  professionals entered and left
the research program with a much larger, stronger vocabulary and continued to
maintain this important learning advantage in subsequent years.

Recognizing that they would need to see how and why the children of profes-
sionals arrived at pre-school with such an early and insurmountable advantage, the
researchers undertook a new, 2.5 year project to closely monitor ordinary family life,
to “learn about what typically went on in homes with 1- and 2-year-old children
learning to talk” and “to discover what was happening in children’s early experience
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that could account for the intractable difference in rates of vocabulary growth we
saw among 4-year-olds.”

In the 1,300 hours of “casual” family study in their research they learned, first,
that all families love their children. And despite different lifestyles, “they were all
similarly engaged in the fundamental task of raising a child. All the families nur-
tured their children and played and talked with them. They all disciplined their chil-
dren and taught them good manners and how to dress and toilet themselves. They
provided their children with much the same toys and talked to them about much the
same things. Though different in personality and skill levels, the children all learned
to talk and to be socially appropriate members of the family with all the basic skills
needed for preschool entry.”2

But the family differences, leading to significant differences in a child’s learn-
ing functionality, starting in preschool and all of their education years thereafter, also
became clear. In simplest terms, while all of the children were spoken to by their
family, and learned to speak themselves, the child in a welfare family was hearing
only about half (616 words every hour) of the words spoken to a working-class child
(1,251 words every hour). And a working-class child, in turn, was hearing little more
than half, only about 58 percent, of the words spoken to “the average child in a pro-
fessional family (2,153 words every hour).

In the first three years of a child’s life, when synaptic formation in the brain is
at its greatest in a human lifetime, the language and related brain-developmental
experience of the welfare-family child, in other words, was less than one-third of the
developmental experience of the professional family child.

It was an experience gap between children, as the research showed, of 30 mil-
lion words by age 3, and before the age of 4.

Not only was the gap massive between children in language and vocabulary
experience, but there was a parallel gap in children’s experience with parental “affir-
matives,” or words that gave encouragement and confidence. The child in the profes-
sional family received 32 “affirmatives” and only 5 “prohibitions” every hour while,
at the other end of the spectrum, the child in the welfare family experienced only 5
confidence-building “affirmatives” per hour, but 11 “prohibitive” discouragements.

Andrew Biemiller points out the critical impact, as identified by a number of
research studies in the 1990s, of a young learner’s vocabulary resources on both read-
ing comprehension and learning success.3 Biemiller notes Wesley Becker’s observa-
tion (Harvard Educational Review, 1977) that the learning differential was not a
problem of any differential in general intelligence, because when a comparison was
made between any socioeconomically-based differences in mathematics achievement,
it was found that there wasn’t any. All children receive all of their math instruction
after entering school, and their accomplishment at all socioeconomic levels is effec-
tively the same.
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If welfare- and working-class parents, therefore, could be persuaded to talk
with and be affirmative with their infant children to the same extent as professional-
class parents, then a massive improvement in learning and test achievement by
American children in our existing educational system is virtually assured. 

To this point, however, educators have stopped from any meaningful pursuit
of answers, believing that such answers are technically outside of their perview as
educators. Meanwhile a recent emphasis on phonics has lead to an industry, decep-
tively marketed as “brainy,” of “learning” products that are commercially sold to
anxious parents. But as Biemiller notes studies have shown that such products do not
lead to any “commensurate gains in reading comprehension (e.g., Gregory, Earl, and
O’Donoghue, 1993; Madden et al., 1993; Pinnell et al., 1994).”

Or as Time Magazine reports (Aug. 6, 2007), a 2007 study by Frederick
Zimmerman and Dr. Dimitri Christakis at the University of Washington on popular
videos including the "Baby Einstein" and "Brainy Baby" series shows a very haz-
ardous effect in the opposite direction. As Time summarized the research results,
“the research team found that with every hour per day spent watching baby DVDs
and videos, infants learned six to eight fewer new vocabulary words than babies who
never watched the videos. These products had the strongest detrimental effect on
babies 8 to 16 months old, the age at which language skills are starting to form. ‘The
more videos they watched, the fewer words they knew,’ says Christakis. ‘These
babies scored about 10% lower on language skills than infants who had not watched
these videos.’"5

Can educators do better, Biemiller asks, “or are we simply bumping into con-
stitutional limitations that are beyond the power of schools to affect?”6

What are
the educational answers?

There are, in fact, clear educational answers. And one objective of the U.S.
Reading Team Foundation is to bring those answers into a direct and sharp national
focus, and to lead the way in their implementation.

The issue is not any “constitutional limitations,” which is the fear of Biemiller.
American families do not need to be forced by law to change and improve the ways
they nurture their children at home.

They simply need to know what is required to nurture their children’s best
learning, to be given the supporting materials to implement the changes, and finally
understand that the new ways of nurturing they learn are the way we all need to
show our love.
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Strategy One.
The developmental platform.

The first strategy to support these critical objectives is to identify a practical,
simple and reliable platform for their achievement.

That platform is the traditional on-paper, page-turning book.
The book is simple, flexible, language- and vocabulary-related, and universally

available.
Reading a book with a baby in your lap is an uncomplicated, easy to learn par-

ent-child activity that automatically generates conversation, excitement, baby and
toddler interest, supports diverse forms of kinesthetic learning and last but not least,
enables on-paper word comprehension and learning in parallel with vocabulary
development.

Moreover, strategically-designed developmental books and parent support for
infant and toddler vocabulary learning can be made available and provided through
new school-based educational initiatives, existing social support programs like Head
Start, public library support, or any of these institutions willing to accept the man-
date.

As toddlers hear more words and develop an increased vocabulary through
in-the-lap book page-turning examination, image identification and other features of
pre-reading, they can actually learn to read, comprehending stories as well.

And finally, the language, vocabulary, and reading development they begin at
home can be supported by professional educator counseling, and coordinated with
and extended directly into a child’s first years of learning in school.

Strategy Two.
A new national habit.

Parents don’t have to figure out all of this themselves. And they shouldn’t.
America needs a strong, highly-visible national public service information and

advertising campaign to tell the story of early literacy development, and of the cru-
cial brain-development importance of hugging and talking with and encouraging
your child much more, every day, then you might otherwise think was needed. And,
how to do it the most reliable way, the right way, with as little as 15 to 30 minutes of
happy reading with your baby, every day.

Throughout our lives we all express our love, in a hundred ways, relying on
the meaning of traditions and their component rituals. From the traditions of
Mother’s Day and Valentine’s Day to the patriotic and spiritual traditions of love
embedded in the 4th of July and Christmas.

Our foundation of nurturing our children must be revised and reaffirmed as a
similar ritual and practice: as a new national tradition and clearly understood stan-
dard for parenting behavior. 

Our concept of parenting must become a daily mantra of food, love, hugs, and
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books.
Food. Love. Hugs. Books.
As parents learn what books really mean to the healthy development of their

children, the daily activity of reading with their toddlers will soon become a univer-
sal ritual family experience.

Strategy Three.
Getting past institutional barriers.

Only the divided interests of educators and traditional commercial educational
publishers, to this point, have prevented the implementation of this critical new strat-
egy in American education.

Strategy Three, therefore, is to initiate the launch of America’s national early
reading initiative, Read At Two, through non-profit sponsorship. 

As interest and demand expand, commercial interests will step in to provide
additional learning materials and social reinforcement messages, and professional
educators and administrators will step forward as well to slide the program under
their institutional direction and supervision as well as into their revenue stream.

Conclusion.

Where are we at this moment? We have identified a clear and important
national learning opportunity, a practical educational learning platform, and an easy
family ritual to support the essential teaching and learning experience. 

Now we need only awareness and the will to begin.

THE U.S. READING TEAM FOUNDATION
MAY 1, 2011
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