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“Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children” (Snow, Burns, Griffin, & National Academy of Sciences - National Research Council, 1998) and “Teaching Children to Read” (National Reading Panel, 2000) emphasize the importance of phonological awareness in reading acquisition. Many studies and policy briefs since advocate for programs to teach phonemic awareness and phonological awareness in homes, preschool classrooms, and primary classrooms across the United States.  An integrative review of the literature involving reading acquisition and the achievement gap follows.
Perspectives and Objectives of this Review of the Literature


Many research and intervention projects employ a linear view of the development of phonological awareness. The paper begins by outlining this view, as well as highlighting ways in which this work has advanced the knowledge in the field of reading acquisition. However, the paper is written from the perspective that a systems oriented view of reading acquisition and development is necessary if research is going to aid the public school system in closing the achievement gap. Such a system includes the affects of both individual and structural inequalities that exist in our public schools and communities as well as a voice for social justice in our classrooms.
The review will first address the role phonological awareness plays in reading acquisition. Next the paper will outline how phonological awareness contributes to the achievement gap for children of color and on the lower class. The third section will discuss the policies that frame the discussion concerning phonological awareness and the achievement gap. Finally, the paper will conclude with an outline of potential research and practice implications.
Phonological Awareness and Reading Acquisition

A child’s ability to orally break words into parts is considered an aspect of phonemic awareness and is a precursor to phonological awareness. Both phonological awareness and phonemic awareness have been shown to be predictive of  successful reading acquisition (Phillips & Torgesen, 2006). The relationship between phonological awareness and reading seems relatively linear. For example, in order for children to understand the purpose of a letter and a letter sound, they must have the ability to control two concepts. First, oral language consists of words which are made up of sounds (phonological awareness). Second, the words and phrases we use orally can be represented through letters, words, phrases, sentences, and written discourse. It is understandable why research has focused a great deal on these two principles ((Anthony & Lonigan, 2004; Lonigan, 2006; Phillips & Torgesen, 2006; Speece, Ritchey, Cooper, Roth, & Schatschneider, 2004). 



Research set this linear path for reading development and research has shown variations in the timing of the development of phonological awareness and print knowledge in young children. Cheney (1994) showed that there was a direct relationship between the level of phonemic awareness development and socioeconomic class during the preschool years.  She found that lower class children possessed lower levels of phonemic awareness than that of middle and upper class peers. Later studies revealed similar patterns in phonemic awareness, phonological awareness, print knowledge and the resulting reading acquisition and development trajectories  (Anthony et al., 2002; Speece et al., 2004; Storch & Whitehurst, 2002).  It is possible that this initial phonological awareness gap between lower class and middle to upper class children contributes to the eventual reading gap between these groups.

Phonological Awareness Contributes to the Achievement Gap


The current policy literature framing the discussion concerning the achievement gap involves differences between scores on standardized achievement tests. These differences are categorized according to various characteristics of the students’ environments (i.e. socioeconomic status (SES), race, ethnicity, family activities, etc.) Wilson (1998) considers such characteristics to be individual indicators of inequality. Viewing the data through an individual level “lens” reveals that  achievement is directly related to SES and race (Chubb & Loveless, 2002; Denton & West, 2002; Lee & Burkam, 2002; Peterson & Howell, 2002; Slavin & Madden, 2002; Thernstorom & Thernstrom, 2002; West, Denton, & Reaney, 2001).  The lens may need to widen to capture what Wilson calls the “social structure of inequality” in order capture how individual level characteristics systematically interact with societal structures in order to unveil causes of the achievement gap.  Non-the-less, the policies and research that reveal the individual level reality of the achievement gap does create the much needed initial sketch that outlines the achievement gap. The researchers and policymakers do so using the achievement test as their tool of choice.

The U. S. Department of Education began collecting data on children entering kindergarten in 1998. This national data set is known as the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Cohort (ECLS-K). The reading test assesses the phonemic and phonological knowledge of the students, print knowledge, as well as oral language.  Scholars from a variety of disciplines have tapped this data set in order to describe various aspects of the achievement gap in terms of such individual level analysis as SES and race. 

The work of Lee and Burkam (2002) and West and Denton (2001) use the ECLS-K data to highlight the achievement gap that exists as children across the United States enter kindergarten.  Lee and Burkam describe differences according to effect sizes using standard deviation (SD) units to compare the mean of sub groups (race, ethnicity, SES) to that of the largest group, which is described as white or middle class (when comparing SES quartiles). Reading differences are moderate (.3-.5 SD) for black (.4 SD) and Hispanic (.45 SD) students. However, it is interesting to note that Hispanic students are only .05 SD away from significantly large differences (.5 SD) when children with low English language proficiency were not tested ((Lee & Burkam, 2002). Socioeconomic status also indicates a moderate difference between low class students and middle class students (.47), which is slightly higher than the differentials noted by race. Therefore, the sketch is laid out on the canvas. The reading achievement gap exists between low and middle classes and between black/Hispanic students and white students at “the starting gate” (Lee & Burkam, 2002).

It is evident that the reading gap exists as students enter kindergarten and actually widens as they progress through elementary school(Karoly, Kilburn, & Cannon, 2005; Rathbun, West, & Hausken, 2004). It is also important to consider that as scholars use individual level analysis, which may include the social barriers mentioned above, to deconstruct this gap in order to find ways to address students’ needs, they could be feeding policy makers information that leads to the development of a deficit model to be used to guide instruction in schools. Furthermore, it could be that a deficit model does not account for the possible structural inequalities and institutional barriers that contribute to the gap. As a result, which information and how it is delivered to which group of families is impacted.

Policies that Frame the Discussion Concerning Phonological Awareness and the Gap


Deficit models prescribe to a one size fits all mantra and use the traditional teaching paradigm of transmission from the more knowledgeable to the less capable (Crawford & Zygouris-Coe, 2006; Train, 2006). The deficit model in reading is a framework that conceptualizes the perceived space between emergent literacy skills (phonological awareness and print knowledge) and a child’s current “achievement” in those skills as a void that can be filled with a linear set of activities. Many of the policy implications promoted through policy briefs and made by research may be falling into a deficit framework. 


The achievement gap is being defined as a series of skill deficits on the part of low SES and minority students. As noted by Ladson-Billings (2006), a deficit is something that one attempts to fix the quickest way possible or within a given time frame (by 2012 according to NCLB). On the other hand, a debt accumulates over decades and even centuries. A debt is multi-dimensional and multi-generational.  An education debt will take considerable time and changed efforts on the part of researchers, policymakers, and educators to pay (Ladson-Billings, 2006).  Time and effort toward ameliorating the education debt will need to focus on individual analysis and the unintended structural inequalities that have become institutionalized as our nation’s education debt has accumulated (Pollock, 2005; Wilson, 1998). 


The deficit model may be helping to perpetuate the disparity in capital in P-12 schools, even as these schools work to close the achievement gap. This could be considered a structural inequality because the mental models fed by the deficit framework lead to differential treatment in the classroom. Pollock (2005) calls for the education community to openly discuss the race issues that exist in buildings by putting “on a personal ‘race lens’ to avoid and remedy racially patterned opportunity denials and to ensure that opportunities are racially equal in the classroom…” (p. 247) Her notion of “everyday justice” in the classrooms and the impact of intergenerational effects due to the education debt could come together to form a more inclusive and  productive model to frame policy discussions and research focused on the human right to education. 

It may be beneficial to replace the deficit model with a developmental model that will not only encapsulate the intergenerational debt accrued socially, culturally, morally, historically, and  educationally (Ladson-Billings, 2006), but will also ensure this cycle ends and does not replicate itself any farther newer immigrant populations (i.e. Hispanic and Latino children). A developmental model could lead policy makers to “work backwards from the goal” and help restructure P-12 curriculum and information pipeline. Working backwards from the goal within a developmental framework would not replace existing research, but would compliment it with a research agenda that  recognizes the wealth of knowledge, experiences, and language children learn outside school and extend this capital into the school (Crawford & Zygouris-Coe, 2006). Finally, a developmental model could capitalize on recent research regarding the importance of relationships and expectations in the classrooms and the relationship between oral language and literacy acquisition and development. 

Implications for Research and Practice


A developmental model for language and literacy learning would involve a system that displays the complimentary aspects of existing research. The system would run using phonological awareness, oral language and vocabulary development, and relationships as mechanisms during children’s formative years and into formal schooling. This system could be placed into any preschool or elementary school in the country; and, even with the assumption that teachers, policymakers, and research put equal emphasis on each mechanism, the system would run differently in each location. These differences would be due to the way contexts and cultures vary in how (not if) they build relationships. 


Building relationships between home and school and between teachers and students would require grass roots research efforts. These relationships could have the power to raise cultural responsiveness and would energize the whole system. This source of energy is so local that an action research methodology would be ideal fueling the system. The value this system would place on culture and context makes it difficult to scale up as a program. Perhaps, the educational community (researchers, policymakers, teachers, and parents) would be better off scaling up processes (the current system fueled by action research) rather than programs (i.e. KIPP, Success for All). The first step in developing the idea of scaling up processes would be to develop a research and evaluation agenda for a particular school.
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