
Journal of Research in Rural Education. Spr ing, Z{X)3, Vol. IH, No. 1, 31-34

Reading First Initiative in Rural Pennsylvania Schools

Jacqueline Edmo ndson and Patrick Shannon
Pennsylvania Suite University

The Reading First Initiative. (U!"'1n of ,he No Child Left Be hind t\ CI of 2001. specifically JaT1:el.f poor schools l4'ith
101.' testscores in reading. Reading First in Pennwlvania is u c -vear. $llU million competitive K"", t p rogram. In 2002 ·
2003, 13 of tl": 28fumled schools wrre rural. In thi{ a rticle , "-I' consider 11011" the Reading First po licy is expe rienced in
one rural Penn sylvania school, ami 14'(' raise questions about the conditions and consequences of this legisla tion in rela ­
non to this schoot:s expe rience.

"T hey ' re ~e ll i ng us up. That ' ~ j u-t "hat they're doing.
They' re setting us up:' Tbe-,c were the fir~ 1 words out o f
Shelley Warner ' s mouth as she stopped by our o ffices one
cold Janu ar y da y 10 discu -,... her ex pe rie nces w ith
Penn..ylvania's Reading First Initiat ive. Nationally. Read ­
ing First is part of the Bush Adm inistrati on' s federal inhia­
the, No ChiM I.t'ft Behind Act (:"iCLB. 2t)(12), the most
recent reauthoriza tion of the Elementa ry and Secondary
Educa tion Act , and it represent - the mn...t dramatic ...hift in
federal education leg i..lanon in o ecadcs. Pennsylvania's De­

panment of Education applied for Reading First mon e)
through thi... federal program . Once it \loa..a.... arded. thc ...tate
ident ified d ivtr icts tha t were el igible to apply based upon
the combination o f high poverty rates and low tes t scores.
The Penn sylvania program follow s the national inte ntion
to transfor m reading instruction from "an an into a sci­
ence" (Neuma n. as quoted in Scheme . ZI)()2 1. Shelley is
the language art s coord inator for one of tho ..c dis trict s. and
she was gi..en the re...txm..ibility to co mplete her district' s
appli cation for this grant.

The Application Process

As Shelley spo ke more abou t her e xpe rience- with the
Penn...ylvania Reading First Initiati ve. it became obvious
that there were two substant ial issue s in her claim that her
di strict wa .. being .....et up." First. there wa~ the application
process it..el f. Shelley complete d and ..ubmitted her
district ' s application in Septembe r 2()(12. She proposed that
the gove rnme nt support the rescarc h-ba.....-d language arts
won already in place in her school by fundi ng professional
ad..-isors 10 ide ntify exi ..ting gaps in the ir curre nt approach
and to hire literacy coaches who could help ...uppon teac h­
en: ctacvoom in..truc uon. Shelley was optimistic abo ut the
chance~ o f ~r propo~al becau-.e her di ..trict wa... cnncl ud-
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ing a stale funded Svyear proj ec t to improve reading in­
struc tion based on the Ohio State Lite racy Framework (sec
Literacy Collahorative® at Ohio State Universi ty, 2002)
that resulted in ..ready gains in student scores on the state
te~b . By crnph a... izing reading aloud. shared read ing and
writing. g uided reading and writ ing . and independent
re ading and writ ing. the teachers in her district had helped
stude nts raise their tes t ","ores con... idcrubly on the Penn­
vylvama S) ..tern o f School A ~ -.c=... sme nr (PSSAI tests. The
l ate ~t th ird grade sco res were two points below the state
average.

Ju..t befo re Th anksgiving. however.fhe ..tate rejected
Shelley' s application and the distri ct' s read ing program.
in v iting her and other di ..trict o fficials to a meeting in the
...tate capitol . At that meeting. an a"... igncd ad ..b or would
hel p the di stri ct to rewrite its application in ord er to make
sure that ..tate offici als would apprme it. Untilthat meet ­
ing , Shelley wo uld not be pri vy to rev iewers' comments

concern ing the original application in order to prepare for
the meeting. Because of the importance of the funding, the
schoo l district sent She lley , three elementary school pnn­
clpals. and ...cvcral teachers to Harri...burg . Upon thei r ar ­
rival, they learned that the ir assigned tec hnical support
advisor would not heavailable that day . In fact , he d id not
meetthem until the 3rd day of the 3·day event, and then he
sugge...ted that lack of time prevented him fro m helpi ng
them with revi sio ns 10 their grant. When Shelle y and her
coll eag ue... left thaI meeting. they were unsure of what thei r
ne\t ...tc pv might be because their ad vi....,r told them to re­
vie.... ca refully the original appl ication msuucuons for Read­

ing FiN in Penn sylvania and to rewrite the grant by strictly
ad bc ring 10 those gui deline.... In spite of repeated reque..b .
the slate ....ou ld not release the orig inal rev-iewerv' com­
mcnts to She lley. In..read. her asvigncd ad ..isor faxed her a
15-1X1int li..t o f rec ommended TC\'i..iuns.

The ...tale guideli nes required distri cb to : (a ) sched ule
90 minute... o f uninterrupted reading in~lru ~·tion fur all K-3
~ t u d('nh; lb) pu rcha\C in~tructional materiah hil\Cd on sci­
ent ifica lly ha..ed research; (c) plan professional de"'elop -
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men! o f teachers based on the invu ucuonul program
adopted ; and (J) evaluate st udent achievement through
va lid, re liable, re plicable assessment toolv . She lley tho ugh t
that her uriginal app lica tion had met those guidelines with
the Ohio State Fnnmewur k subsutuung for the in..tructional
materia ls. However. her official Reading FiN technical
support ad..l-or explained to her thai the "Ohio Stale Lit­
eracy fra mework [ba-ed on Read ing RC,"UH.'T)' theory and
practice! is not research based, scicnnt ic. systematic. di­
rect. explic it improv ing the instruction of large num bers of
students :' According 10 the advisor. "Reading FiN mon­
ics should be spent very soon on actually purchasing a sci­
entifically based reading ..erie .. from the 5-6 thai are
a'vai lable" te.g.. Open Court. Harcou rt' ..Trophic.. program.
and. Houghton ~h"l i n). She lley explained:

[Pennsyl vania! wrote o ur [sta te ' sJ proposal to the
federal governme nt that said that schools woul d
adopt core reading programs, and their Iran..lation
of that is boo~ in a box . You 'll buy the box of
bl.x)b. :-';01 only wi ll you buy rhc box o r bl.lOk ...
you will implement the box of boob aero.... the
board. . .. (Penn sylvania officials Id id not wa nt to
know about how thing ......'ere going Ifor us ). Th ey
did ntll really want 10 know . They d idn ' t have to
knew ... Pennsylvania has basically put a ..traight­
jadel on their districts. IpcN)nal communicatio n.
January 17• .2{X)J)

In effec t. the state told Shelley that her d istrict' s read­
ing program wa.. \(10 artistic. too labor-intensive to be sci ­
ent ific . If the district desired Reading First funding. it must
subsuunc technology for people-a scicnnfic. core read­
ing program for the human expertise and pre..enl'c that her
di..met proposed. Although the official slate policy ..ug­
ges ts that ..chools can provide ..cic nnflc evidence to sup­
port an already exis ting prog ram , or they can have their
program approved using Simmon.. and Kame 'en ui' s (2001)
A C01/,\II/llt'r',\ (llIidt' 10Core Reading Programs, these were
nOI presented to Shelley a.. options. In..tead. ..he was told
10 buy instructional materia" and to subcontract profe..­
..iona l development to the slate approved PalTAN group.
As Shel ley ex plained. the ..tate ..ccmed uninterested in the
accom pli shment .. or plan s for their loc ul district. Rath er .
the Mate and their fede ral vpon..ors ..cck a universal solu ­
tion, wh ich de nies the importance of the local .

We haw learned that Shelley's ..ituation is not unique .
For example. the Sell; York Times recently described G,
Reid Lyon' s di\approval of a phonic\ pmgram tha t :-';ew
York City .., hool ofticials intend to adupt in order 10qua lify
for New York Stale Reading Fir..t fund ing . Lyon who is
Dire, lIlr of Research on Le arning and Behavior al the :":a­
tionalln ...tilu te for Child lIealth and Human Ik\'e lopment
argued that Ihe pmgram. ~tonth by Mo nth Phonics. had no

scient ific evidence 10 prove its effectiveness. even though
the aut hor of the prog ram repo rt.. that it is research based .
New York City sc hools sta nd to lose $70 million . if they
do not ca nce l their order for Month by Mo nth Phoni cs
(Goodnough. 2()(U). Perhaps, ma ny school d i..triers aero....
the United Slates find themselves in similar ...nuarions as
they anempt to improve reading instruction for their ..IU­
dents by competing for the NCLB Reading First Initia ti ve.
A very few e ligible di stri ct s have deci ded In ignore the
possibilities of new federal fundi ng for read ing in..truction.
Most, however , ac t like She lley' s district. work ing earnest ly
10 secure the much-needed funding in order to keep the ir
financially strapped dismct-, afloat .... hile they' ....ork 10 find
local solutions to the challenges of reading instruction.

Of course. fina ncial incentives have been the lever 10

secu re compliance with federal man dates for nea rly 50
years. Although the federal gove rnmen t ha.. no co nstitu­
tion al authority to de term ine the cu rricula in III(,;al schools,
every presidential administration ..incc John..on has used
financial mcennvev in order to induce compliance w ith fed­
era lla....s and policies. In this way . the mechanisms of the
Read ing First Initiative are nothing ncw. The Bush admin­
istratio n doc .. appe ar. however, to be mean er and more ag­
gressive in their application of this financial carrot and stid ..
approach. by re...rncun g who can ..peal with authority about
reading education 10 a ..mall group of insider... and insis ting
that this authority, determine .... hal happens in eWI)' pri­
mary' grade cla .....mom. Consider that Shelley's di..trier made
great progress in their loc al read ing progr..am through the
federal and ..tate Readin g Excel lence and America Reads
fund ing. Now. continuat ion of that progress is in jeopardy
because the dis trict is denied a voice in the defining .... hal
will happen during reading instruction in their schools. It
appean; that :":e.... York City .... ill suffer the same fate. Why
wou ld Shelley's d istrict or New York City schools choose
to con rradic r rhcir own better judgme nt in order to adopt a
core reading program that they do nOI wa nt or value? ln
order to address that question . we return to the story of
Shelley 's dis trict to find tha t in fac-r. their decision may not
be based on free choice at all.

She lley's School Distr ict

Shelley's rural school di strict ..crvcs approx imately
5.0(X) ..tudcnt-, and cover... an area eq uiva lent 10 the size o f
Rhode Islan d. The poverty rate averages -W1l across the
district. .... ith ...orne schools serving communities in which
a.... many a~ 8.2 .7'1- of their chi ldren coming from low-in ­
come fami lies . Some ch ildren in th.: poorer region .. o f the
d i..tr ict li,'c in mou ntain hunti ng ca mp... o ften ..... ith dirt
!1oors. no running water, and no te lephone, These situa­
tions JXlse unique challenges for leachers. As the go\'ern ­
mcnt mandales have increased for all student.. 10 meet the
same standard ... and 10 ...-..'ore high on ..tandardiled reading



READIr'\G FIRST 33

tests. !'lothteachers and students have expcnenced unequal
pre ssures to cover more infon n.uion in shorter pcnod-, of
time than their lX:cr.. in more affluent school dis tricts.

Gainful employment is hard to find in man)' of the
towns in the Shelley' s district. Over the past 50 ) cars. the
economy in the distncr has come to a screeching halt.
Logging, coal, and brick mak ing indu stries tha t originally
attrac ted inumgrums to the region are I IO W largely nonex­
istent. and the railroad that ushe red in economic prosperity
in the early pan of the 20th century lelt during the 195fh.
In more recent )'ear... the closing of a paper mill and an
aircraft plant ended the region 's emproy mem m manufac­
turing and forced ma ny small subcoruractors out 01 busi­
ness in thei r WOlke. The U.S. eco nomy and the state and
federal govemmems which regulate it have not been kind
to Shelley's district or thc conununuy it serves.

Nor only are jobs dilticult to come by, the local tax
base 10 support local goverurnem and '>ChlKlls is low . Hous­
ing in some part s of the school dis tric t sells for as litt le as
$4.fIOO-$5,OCM1, making real es tate taxes mini ma l at best.
There arc no large entcnammcnt venues to generate amuse­
ment taxes, and the amount ot local money derived from
state occupational and occupauonal privilege taxes through­
out the region has decreased steadily mer the past decade.
These points arc imponamto note because Pcnnvy lvania'v
sys tem for fu ndi ng schools rc fie s primarily on loc al
sources, incl uding real c-rate taxes (l'Ib~). earned income!
net profit taxes (9lf) . and other taxes (511). On average.
Permsylvania'v public school districts receive 57'1 of their
revenues from IOI..ul raxcs and 38lk from thc state. Because
there is a vast ly U1 H.·4uaJ ta x base across Pennsylvania. in
the 2(M)()-2001 1 school year, some d istricts allocated as
much as $11.M55 per student. while other... could afford as
little a.. $3.675 per student. Shelley's school district falls a
little below the middle 01 this contmuum. spending approxi­
mately $5,-.«)4per ..tudcnt. While at first glance this figure
may seem IlJ he a reasonable amount. closer cxumi nanun
o f the divricr's revenue sources shows that only 43lk of
their general fund is from local source.... The remaining 57 o/r­
of the district 's budget oepends on revenues fmm outside
sOUl"es-the state and the federal government.. or private
contracts. In order to economize. the distnct has ccm-oli­
dated many sma ll community schools. trad ing thc expense
of bussing for the savings on the mamrenance on aging
buildings and duplication of stall ..uppon.

Toward the Privati/ation of Shelley's Di~trict

Wc sec ev idence of thc 1ll0VcmCllt III privat i/e public
schools in the ;S;Cl B puli"y as it plays out in Shelle)'s
district. Tbis is thc second reason \\hy Shclley thinks that
she is being '>Ct up. Becau'>C the district's budget has been

IThis is Ihe mO~1 rcccnt limit u\uilublc.

squeezed dry. and it needs Titl e I fede ral dollars to keep its
pe r pupil funding near thc state average. the dis tric t is un­
der pressure 10 demonstrate adequate yearly progress on
test .....'(m=s. For Pennsylvania, this means that school.. can ­
not hale more than 35tI of their student SCOles at or below
the basic level in math or more than -l5~ or below that
level in readi ng o n the Pennsylvania Sys tem of School
Assessme nt exams. If eac h schoo l in i l district receiving
tedcralmoncy docs not meet or make pmgress toward those
selected targets, then the state places sanctions on the fail­
ing schools and district until thcy right themselves. Sanc­
tioned '>ChIKl!s enter a ··..chool improvement" scquence.
Durin g the firct phase, district officials must 'lien parents
thatthei r child ren's schoo l is faili ng and inform thcm that
parents can choose to send their children to any public
SdllK11 wuhin tbeir dictrict at distnct expense. It no adequate
rmproverrenr on teet scores is noted alter one year, state
sanct ions ft.-qUIre the addition 01 private tutori ng or other
supplementa l services (thc distr ict pays) to school choice.
If again test scores do not improve drama tically, the state
intervenes in the adm inistration and curriculum of the
school and district. \\ hich might include the adoption of a
new curriculum, hiring new administration. or replacing
staff. If th is {{KI fa ils to raise lest scores accordingly, then
the slate restructures the distr ict. In Pennsylvania. rcsrruc­
lu ring has mea nt the surccmracting 01 some or all schoo l
duties to priva te corporations (S(.'C Shannon, 2(02). Accord­
ing 10 ~ClB. e\el) ..tudcm must be above the basic level
by 2013 or restructuring is in order.

The ahcurduy ot rhese sancuons is not lost on Shelley.
Noti ficatio n of school failu re (tha t the school is in "sc hool
Impro vement") is a rhetorical act that undercu ts the school' s
authority within a commumty. Once labeled and without
necessal)' support m classrooms. schools will lind it diffi­
cult to accelerate the progress of children from homes that
the l.'Culiomy has long ago left behind. The costs for bus­
sing stude nts across her dis trict and the req uireme nt to pro­
vide private tutoring or othe r supplemental services would
cut deeply into already inadequate budget. Even if the dis­
trict could alford the transportation costs. school buildings
are already filled to capacity. Shelley explained. "where
arc we supposed to put them? Ou r schools arc full . And
we've sold a hunch. T hey've sold all the extra o lles they
have . They consolidated to try to save money because we' re
so vtrupped." State advice and policies have also proved
costly in the pas•. A chaner -.chool. full-day kindergarten.
and privatc tutoring for special n("Cds studcnts (\\ho must
Irave l great dislance~ to meet with tuto rs) without increased
funding have subs tant ially weakc ned the budge t. making
the district Jess likely to reach the arbi trary goa ls o f ""el M
and more \ulnerablc to the marloctplace for increased fund·
ing in the Reading Fir..t lnitiative. Xone of these unfunded
mandatcs ha\e been -.cientifically proven to illl:rease slU­
dent i1chiewmenl. While thcse 0plions may offer diffe rent
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solu tions for Shelley' ~ community. they are economically
costly. The economy has made sure that there can he little
increase in the local contribution.

The refore . if She lley is nOI successfu l in securi ng the
much -needed Reading Firvt fund s hy accepting the forced
purchase of a core reading prog ram. her d istric t. already
targeted becau se of high po vert y and low test "Cores. is
likely tc emc r the schoo l improvement pri vatization spiral.
Thi s i ~ not an expression of the freed om to choose in which.
a.. economist Milton Freedman suggested. the free market
will prov ide for all o f us, Freedom i.. the right 10 partici­
pate in the development o f altern ative solutions and then
to select amon g them the one that is mos t likely to work
toward the co nwqucnce-, we value . Shel ley' .. d i..trier did
not and could not participate in the idenuficat ion of a lter­
natives because the governme nta l apparatus which is sup­
posed 10 help them will no( allow it. and the distric t ca nnot
afford to refuse state and federa l funding and ..till keep its
schools0P'=n, The district. like so man y across the cou ntry.
is being se t up as Shelley recognized.

What' s Go ing On Here?

We belie ve the federal and ..tale go vernments have
po..ino ned Shelley ' s dis trict a.. a con ..ume r of official sci­
entific ..oluuons thur ignore local conce rn.. and need ..-a
co nsumer Ihal should blame itself when prescribed ..olu­
tio ns do nOI hel p the community or ih c itizens. The teach ­
ers and students in Shelley 's Ji ..trict do nOI start with the
same c hance.. of succcc, as their mo re affluent counter­
pans across thut slate and nat ion . Yet. they are required to
accomplish the ..arne goa ls as all others d uring the ..umc
time period with fewer resou rce... The ..tanda rdization of
ou tcomes wit ho ut a ..tandardiz ution of re..ou rce.. \Ccms
unfair to us.

State and federal govcmme nt-, share responsibility for
a hcunlc.... economy. Man y of the protec tions o f workers
and thei r famili c.. and again..1 corporate marlet exce ..-.c..
ha\'(' been repc aled or red uced owr the la..t 20 ~:ears. If .... e
arc 10 leave no ch ild heh ind . then Ihi ~ trend mu..t he re­
veN.'d. We recogni/e that o ur solut ion .... ill not be Ihe free
choice of Ihe Bu..h Admini~tration . nor wa.. it Cli nton·~ .

The re i... no scient itic e vidence that g U<l ranteed income .
heah hcare. nUlrition . and hou..ing '" ill rai-.cle ' t sco re... RUI
there is no M:iemilic evide nce thai high <lcademic ..tandard ..,
high-Iale... te"'ling. forced core reading pmg mms, or ..laiC
talemef'o will ra i...e te ... t ..core ..or leach ,tudent.. to u...e read­
ing wi..e1y . Moreover ,lhere i.. no conclu..ive ev ide nce tha t
high le..1 <,cores me<ln greate r wor ker prnd UCli\·iIY and in­
come '>' hen ..oc ial cIa.... is con tro lled ILe v·in. I99 K). All of
Ihe..c arc poli lical and moral decision.. based o n our an­
..wen-Io Ihe q ue..lion. ho..... do .... e wi..h to live IOgelher '~

The federal governme nt's only ..elution at rhi... point i~

the marketplac e becau...c the liberal ..e lution o f publi c
schooli ng is 100 expensive. roo independent. and 100 com­
mun ity ba sed to ben efit those in co ntro l o f the U.S.
el'c.ltlOmy. By CUlling pub lic schools" economic security and
forcing them 10co mpete for ncccs ...ary fundi ng, and by set­
ting test ..cores a.. the official goal of all schooling. the gov­
ernment create.. many new mark ets and transforms school
personnel from educa tors to consumers. For exampl e, in
order to compete for Reading First . funding distri ct s seek
ex pert advi ce on ho w 10 incre ase the chances of ..ucce ..s.
Aero ..... the country. bu..Ineocs like Voyager Expanded
Learning. incorporate to meet that mark er. Once funded.
educati onal publishin g corpora tions com pete as co re read ­
ing prog rams. The y employ con..ultant s in o rder to increa-c
their chances of remaining or being added 10 the official
li..t of sc ientifically based programs. State tests 10 measure
conunuous progres.. open another mark et for ~1icro..o ft.
Scanrrcn. and others to fill. State takeovers make mom for
Edi..nn School s. Inc .. and the li ~1 goc .. o n.

Accordi ng 10 market logic. the effective products and
se rvices will drive the ineffec tive products and services
fro m the market because all con..umers will act rationally
in their own intere..ts. BUI what arc the real intere sts o f
Shell ey ' s di ..trier? Cena inly the marker has alread y cas t us
j udgment o n the adults in that communi I) . what ..cicnnfic
or any other type of e vidence do we have that the mark et
will be kind er 10 their child ren and leave no child behind ?
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