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It seems reasonable to believe that nothing works for everyone. 
Whether we’re discussing medication, an exercise program or 
reading instruction it isn’t hard to accept the premise that we’ll 
need different plans, programs and approaches for different 
people. After all, many of us are quite different from one another, 
so it isn’t surprising that nothing works for everyone.

  But is that really true

Introduction

Different people may follow different diet and exercise programs, but all the successful 
programs are still based on the same principles. You have to use more calories than you take 
in if you want to lose weight, and the same rules defi ne a healthy diet no matter which healthy 

foods you might choose from the menu. Twinkies and cigarettes aren’t good for anyone.

Doctors have dozens of medications for any disease, but many of those medications are very 
similar to each other. You and I may take different medications for our high blood pressure, 
but those choices are often based on side effects. Your medication would work in me and 
mine would work in you, and neither of us takes an antibiotic. Those don’t work for high blood 
pressure.

What if reading instruction worked the same way?  
What if one thing really did work for everyone?

I’m not suggesting that one program, one book, one lesson plan given to everyone on the 
same day would be a good idea. I am suggesting that there is one path to reading skill and 
independence that everyone follows. I think science has shown us that pretty clearly. Some 
readers fl y along that path with almost no assistance, while others crawl along only with the 
constant support of skilled tutors. Everyone else is spread out between those two extremes, but 
all of us are traveling down the same path, passing the same essential landmarks in the same 
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order if not at the same speed.

If I’m right, then the same approach to reading should be good for everybody. There should be 
a way of teaching reading that is good for every student, varying only in pace, intensity and the 
level of support the child needs. Sure, different children will choose different books because of 
different interests, but those different books will be matched to very similar instruction in order 
to help move them down the same path at their pace.

In fact, there is data to show that this isn’t just true in the lab or in an experiment, it’s true in the 
real world where teachers teach and students learn. What works best works best for everyone, 
and what doesn’t work, doesn’t work for anyone.

When we look at states like Florida and Massachusetts that embraced reading science and 
supported it with training, policies and resources we see that all groups showed very similar 
patterns of improvement. White, black, and Hispanic students all improved dramatically. If we 
include states like Delaware and others who have made similar policy choices, we see the same 
patterns of improvement. If we look at more variables laid out in more graphs (I invite you to go 
check for yourself) we find boys, girls, students with and without free lunch, and any other group 
you can slice out of the pie all benefitted about the same way as everyone else.

But the most stunning insight is that the same program helped children on both ends of 
the performance spectrum. The number of children reading below the basic level was cut 
dramatically, while the number of children reading at the highest level nearly doubled in every 
case. The same approach to reading instruction that helped non-readers become 
basic readers, also helped proficient readers become advanced readers. Teachers 
used the same skills, the same knowledge, the same training, but applied it according to what 
each child or group needed and could assimilate.

When these reforms were proposed in Florida, Massachusetts and elsewhere the goal was to 
raise children at the bottom of the performance spectrum. Opponents complained about what 
this might do to the children who were supposedly doing well with the ways things were. While 
the methods being used didn’t work with the children who were failing, clearly they had been 
successful for many of the other children. Right?  If the lowest performing readers needed 
something different, why inflict that on all those other students who learned just fine with the 
way things were?

What we found was that those other children weren’t doing just fine. They were reading, but not 
as well as they did when we improved instruction. A proficient reader seems like a success, until 
you realize they could be an advanced reader if we gave them more of what they need. There 
weren’t different kids who need different reading instruction, or who developed as readers along 
different paths. Everyone needed the same thing, even if they needed it in different doses, at a 
different pace, with different intensity and with different levels of support. The struggling reader 
was moving slowly, but they were moving through the same section of the path the skilled reader 
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had traveled easily a year or two before.

The data, along with what we know from neuroscience and controlled studies tell us that the 
same thing is good for everyone. No one needs to worry about who will be harmed if one group 
or segment gets what they need. No parent or policy maker needs to worry that the best thing 
for some kids might not be the best thing for all kids. If it doesn’t work for some of our kids it 
probably doesn’t work very well for any of them.

We all know that some of our children are at risk when it comes to learning to read. For a lot of 
reasons, some children find it hard to learn to read. Those children, our children, are like the 
canaries in the mine. Their struggles are a sign to all of us that something is wrong for all of us. 
When the canaries died in their cages, the miners were supposed to realize there was a problem 
and get out. But when our children struggle, when our canaries die in front of us, we don’t run out 
of the mine. We don’t fix the problem for everyone. We tell ourselves they’re just canaries and 
the rest of us are so different, we’ll be fine.

There is no way so many children can be failing to read and the rest of the children getting the 
same instruction based on the same principles and philosophies are doing fine. They’re surviving 
it because they’re not canaries, but they aren’t fine!  It doesn’t work that way. We’re not all that 
different from each other.

But the good news is, we know what works best and it works best for everyone.

 Steve Dykstra, PhD 
  Literate Nation, Science Core Group 
  Wisconsin Reading Coalition  

The Impact of Scientifically-based Reading Instruction on 
Different Groups and Different Levels of Performance

In this white paper, you will see scores from the national assessment of Educational Progress 
for ten years (1992 to 2011). Florida and Massachusetts are shown as a comparative analysis as 
examples of states that have implemented standards and policies aligned with reading science 

and Literate Nation Literacy Policy. Wisconsin is included as a state that is solidly not aligned 
with science-based instruction nut rather with whole language.

In 1992 Wisconsin was fairing quite well in the comparisons shown in the chart below. Then the 



Overall Student Performance since 1992:  
The Nation, Florida, Massachusetts, and Wisconsin

These are average standard scores for all students.
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state of Massachusetts and Florida made a policy decision to engage in reading development 
based on science. While this was going on, Wisconsin’s rank nationally on the NAEP, fell from 
3rd, to 30th. If you adjust for demographic differences between states to allow for a fairer 
comparison, Wisconsin fell from 8th to 43rd. Wisconsin didn’t get worse, other states got better. 
And the same thing is happening a lot of places. Some states are doing nothing. Some are doing 
a little. A few are doing more. No one is doing as much as they could.

America could raise average 4th grade reading for the nation by 2 grade levels, at least. This 
would double the number of advanced readers and cut the below basic readers in half. Fewer 
students would need help so teachers would have more time to help them and more resources to 
get the job done.  It would take 4-6 years to realize success. It would cost nothing more than we 
spend already. All it would take is the courage to admit our mistakes and move forward.

The  charts that follow are average standard scores for all students.

Florida and Massachusetts are included as examples of states that have implemented standards 
and policies aligned with reading science. Wisconsin is included as a state that is solidly aligned 
with whole language.



Florida Ethnic Groups, Average Standard Scores

We see very clearly that all groups in Florida benefitted from the improved instruction.
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Note that the years are not regular. There are 5 years between 1998 and 2003. That’s because 
not all states took the NAEP so there are missing years between 1998 and 2003. That is true for 
all of the charts.

We can see that while Florida and Massachusetts had dramatic improvement during this time, 
Wisconsin did not. A grade level equals about 10 points. These are dramatic improvements.

We must remember that Florida, Massachusetts and other states that aligned with reading 
science are all part of that slightly improving national score. If we looked at all the states, we 
would see that the modest national gain is due to those states.



Wisconsin Ethnic Groups, Average Standard Scores

Groups in Wisconsin are very flat over time. Everyone is responding about the same to instruction.

Massachusetts Ethnic Groups, Average Standard Scores

All groups in Massachusetts benefitted. As with Florida, these are large and dramatic changes.
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Again, the modest improvement nationally is attributable to states like Florida and 
Massachusetts that have taken steps to align with reading science.

Percentage of Students Performing at the Advanced Level on the NAEP

Percentage of Children Performing Below Basic, the Lowest Level on the NAEP

Changes were intended to reduce reading failure, and it did on Florida and Massachusetts where the 
percentage of children Below Basic on the NAEP was almost cut in half. In Wisconsin, it rose slightly.
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Aligning with reading science doubled the percentage of advanced readers in Florida and 
Massachusetts. The rate stayed fl at in Wisconsin and the Nation.

This shows us that scientifi c reading instruction is better for ALL students, at ALL levels of 
achievement, and ALL ethnic groups. We don’t need one thing for some children and something 
else for others.

SBRI, skillfully administered and carefully paced depending on student performance, is the best 
thing for everyone.

A MESSAGE ABOUT LITERATE NATION THE LITERACY MOVEMENT 

In January 2012, the Founding Board of Directors and core group members initiated formation of 
an all volunteer organization of top talent and expertise, Literate Nation. The primary goals of 
this organization are to (1) unite the fi eld of literacy around the urgent need to ensure that all our 

nation’s young citizens become literate, educated, and college/career ready; and (2) support all 
teachers in acquiring the professional knowledge and skill needed to ensure the success of the 
diverse student population of the 21st century.

Literate Nation believes that it is imperative the U.S. educations outcome seismically change 
in order to reverse the anemic trajectory of student learning. A way to do this is to transform 
and implement state literacy policy. To this end, the Literate Nation team of researchers, 
scientists, and educators synthesized and curated over 400 studies on the science of reading 
development though to reading literacy and full literacy attainment. This is complied as the most 
comprehensive, cross-discipline, and strategic initiative available to propel systemic change 
needed for a literate America. Informed by science, data-validated by practice, and designed to 
warrant that educators and school-based leaders have deep knowledge, skill, and the supports 
that are necessary for all children to become grade level, reading profi cient, literate across 
content subjects, and prepared to participate in the 21st century society.
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