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Legislating Reading Instruction in the United States: A Critical Analysis

Politics is the art of looking for trouble, finding it whether it exists or not, diagnosing it
incorrectly, and applying the wrong remedy.”

— Ernest Benn, British Political Writer

Currently, in the United States (US), legislated policies exert unprecedented influence on
how children are taught to read. During the previous decade, the number of laws and policies
affecting how reading is taught in schools has increased exponentially (Newman, et al., 2023).
That accelerating pace has been accompanied by a shift toward laws and policies that are more
specific, prescriptive, and comprehensive when compared to previous legislation pertaining to
education (Katz & Gendill, 2024; Schwartz, 2022, updated in 2026). The overarching motivation
and frame for this shift is captured by the contested phrase “the science of reading” (e.g.,
Shanahan, 2020), its frequent companion “evidence-based instruction,” and related terms such as
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“structured literacy,” “explicit or systematic phonics,” and occasionally their nemeses

labeled “balanced literacy” and “three-cuing.” Although these terms may not all appear in the
formal language of every state’s legislation, they are often used in less formal descriptions
explaining or justifying the purpose of or need for such legislation. As Relyea et al. (2025) have
observed about the Science of Reading (SoR), it “functions less as a unified scientific paradigm
than as a policy construct [that] often privileges experimental and cognitive research” (para. 1).

Thus, the connections between specific “scientific” findings and the prescriptions and initiatives

can be more implicit than explicit.



To fully understand the unprecedented scope, scale, and depth of this legislative
exuberance in the US, it is necessary to realize that education has historically been primarily a
state and local responsibility, with the US Constitution granting no explicit authority over
education to the federal government (Hoover Koret Task Force on K—12 Education, 2012).
Unlike many other countries, there is no national curriculum, nor federal laws that can mandate
the “what” or “how” of teaching in all schools across the country. The federal government’s
influence on education is not trivial, but it is limited mainly to making recommendations, for
example, by convening congressionally authorized panels and agencies, using funding to push
research and initiatives in particular directions, and insuring that democratic rights are protected.
Thus, the legislation related to reading we discuss here has been passed independently by states,
creating a patchwork of legislation and policy using different words, but with the same tune.

Remarkably, in the previous decade more than 40 states have passed new legislation or
created policy guidelines affecting the teaching of reading, all of which are consistent with SoR
and the aforementioned companion phrases. Today, new laws and policy documents may
establish criteria for determining acceptable and unacceptable instructional practice, endorse
specific instructional approaches, specify what topics must be included in pre-service teacher
education, mandate professional development for teachers promoting specific approaches to
teaching reading while devaluing or excoriating others, enact mandatory screening for dyslexia
for children in kindergarten, and initiate classroom interventions aimed at increasing scores on
national tests.

In brief, taken as a whole, current legislation at the state level regarding reading
instruction restricts what is taught and how it is taught, all within a common narrative about

learning to read captured by the phrase the “science of reading.” As such, it supersedes local



control within states, professional judgment, and the range of options available to teachers to
meet individual needs. Further, as we argue subsequently here (and elsewhere, Authors, et al.
2023), the rationale and evidence for current legislated policy about teaching reading is shaky, at
best, and imbues the teaching of reading with influences such as political expediency, partisan
ideologies, polemical distortions of research, and acquiescence to special and partisan interests.

In this essay, we briefly overview the historical antecedents to the current politization of
reading instruction in the US, question its evidential base and claims of incontrovertible
scientific proof, provide examples of politicization of reading instruction and its negative
consequences, identify conflicts of interest that serve special and commercial interests, and
speculate about how theory, research, and the practice of reading instruction might be more
genuinely and usefully aligned in the future.

How Did We Get Here?

To answer that question and to offer perspective, we start with what has remained
unchanged until approximately a dozen years ago. Historically, in the US, dominant approaches
to teaching reading have come in and out of favor in repetitive cycles, often amid contention and
controversy (see Chall, 1967; Pearson, 2002; Ravitch, 2001; Robinson, 1977; Smith, 1986 for
historical accounts). It is fascinating, and perhaps cautionary, to realize that relatively recent and
hotly contested views about how reading is best taught to children began in the early 19 century
(see Smith, 1986). Noah Webster’s “blue-back speller” used an alphabetic approach (phonics),
but was challenged by Horace Mann who called that approach “soul deadening,” endorsing
instead a more natural, logical, child-friendly and motivating approach focused on learning
words in engaging texts, a perspective akin to the Whole Language movement of the late 20

century.



Similarly, early in the 20" century, there was a “science of reading” used to promote
ways of teaching reading. For example, psychologists such as Edmund Huey and William S.
Gray synthesized pedagogical implications from their own and others’ studies (e.g., using eye-
movements and reaction times). Interestingly, given the much different interpretations of neuro-
cognitive research today, their conclusions were that teaching children to read should focus on
meaning from the onset of instruction using texts that appealed to children’s interests, with
phonics playing only a supportive role (Gray,1948; Huey, 1908/1968). Research, then, was crude
by today’s standards and little could these early researchers have envisioned the expansion of
tools and methods of a distant future. But, neither are today’s scientists likely to imagine what
will be revealed about the brain’s role in reading many decades into the future. Yet, some
(although not all; e.g., see Seidenberg), neurocognitive scientists today, and those who
appropriate their findings, still make unqualified pronouncements about what those findings
mean for how reading is taught.

Another historical precedent can be traced to the 1955 publication of Rudolph Flesch’s
book Why Johnny Can't Read and What to Do About It (Flesch, 1955, see also Flesch, 1981). He
argued vehemently that a lack of phonics instruction explained why too many children had
difficulty learning to read. It was a best-seller, widely read not just by educators, but by the
general public. For the first time, a major controversy about how reading was taught came under
scrutiny and entered the public consciousness, including in national media. The introduction of
the Whole Language approach in the late 1970s fanned the flames of debate. Because Whole
Language was the antithesis of intense phonics instruction, what became known as the “Reading
Wars” began and still simmer today, again amplified by media attention (e.g., Kantrowitz &

Hammill, 1990 in Newsweek magazine). The role of phonics provocateur in the tradition of



Flesch’s early acerbic attacks also entered the national stage in 2018. The journalist Emily
Hanford (Hanford, 2022-present), rising above the many journalist reporting about the state of
reading and its instruction in the US, attained a high profile for aggressively attacking the
educational establishment for its failure to teach phonics, while suggesting a conspiracy by
educators and teacher-educators to oppose it.

Elevating such controversies into the public consciousness was a major step towards
moving reading instruction into the political realm and inspiring legislation. However, what
moves it across the end line is a conjoined narrative, first that there is a crisis in reading
achievement and, second, that there is a “settled Science of Reading” offering a solution to the
crisis. That narrative is reinforced by journalists attracted to such stories (e.g., the
aforementioned Hanford); philanthropists who think their success in the world of commerce can
be applied to solving education problems, sometimes in ways that increase their wealth; public-
relations campaigns and political lobbying by evangelical phonics advocates and aligned
organizations; and a subset of educators and scholars who are uninhibited in extrapolating culled
quantitative data aimed at raising phonics to the pinnacle of learning to read. Further, a narrative
of crisis resolved by SoR crosses political lines and is thus bi-partisan. Who can oppose
legislation aimed at improving how reading is taught, particularly when it is supposedly
grounded in science?

The federal government has been instrumental in solidifying and extending a crisis
narrative paving the way for states to respond with legislation (see Berliner & Biddle, 1996).
Beginning in 1971, and routinely every two years thereafter, the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP), often called by its proponents “the nation’s report card,” has

reported national scores of reading achievement. Across the years, scores have fluctuated



somewhat, but not clearly enough to fully satisfy the political agendas needing a crisis, which
inspired a national test in the first place (National Research Council, 1999). A first solution was
to use the minimal level of statistical significance (p<.05) for a change in scores, despite a large
national sample that makes it much easier to attain that level of significance (Sullivan & Feinn,
2012). The second was more creative. In 1992, the politically appointed National Assessment
Governing Board, against the counsel of testing experts (Bracey, 2012), decided to create
subjective proficiency levels for group scores. The names chosen for the categories are
misleading, but politically useful: “below basic, basic, proficient, and advanced.” Specifically,
the “proficient” category is aspirational (Ravitch, 2012), yet often inappropriately equated with
grade level (Loveless, 2016). A frequent claim employing this distortion is that approximately
two-thirds of American students are not proficient and/or are reading below grade level. What is
not explained is that proficient is above an average score and there is no connection to grade
level.

Federal activity has also burnished the SoR narrative, prominently when in 1997 the US
Congress charged the National Institutes of Child and Human Development (n.d.), in
consultation with the Secretary of Education, to convene an expert panel charged to evaluate the
existing scientific research on teaching children to read. Thus, the panel was comprised of
political appointees, which has invited critique that its overall composition was biased toward
experimental research and phonological methods (Bowers, 2020; Thomas, 2024; Yatvin, 2000).
Its charge was essentially to review the scientific research on how children learn to read, identify
the most effective evidence-based instructional methods, determine which findings were ready

for classroom use, and recommend priorities for further research and dissemination.



For more than 25 years, the NRP report has been a cornerstone for those who advocate
that teaching children to read should be, first and foremost, if not exclusively, centered in
structured, systematic phonics instruction. They have frequently cited the report’s findings as
irrevocable evidence to support their views and to position those findings as definitive within
SoR. The report itself makes no such claims, acknowledging the limitations of its findings and
calling for more research.

Across the years, the report has been cited to make other claims that go far beyond its
reported findings and recommendations. One example, is that the five main areas the panel
investigated (phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension) were
determined mainly by the availability of experimental research that had been done in these areas
and a majority consensus of the panel, although there were open responses from the public (see
Yatvin, 2000 for a minority opinion). Yet, subsequently, they were often referred to as “the five
pillars of reading instruction,” elevating their status far beyond the Panel’s intent. Quintero et al.
(2025) coded and analyzed more than 400 literacy laws within states enacted between 2019 and
2024 and found that 41 states referenced all five National Reading Panel components in at least
one law, suggesting that those categories comprised the essence of teaching reading. They found
that 21 states added “oral language and writing,” illustrating that the panel’s categories were not
the full essence of teaching reading, at least in some states. For example, there was no
recognition of effects related to cultural and socioeconomic differences and individualizing
instruction (Susskin, 2020).

Further, for zealous phonics advocates, there are other inconvenient conclusions and
recommendations expressed in the NRP report. For example, the report clearly states that the

effects favoring systematic phonics vs. no systematic phonics were “moderate” limited mostly to



first grade; that phonics should be incorporated with reading and writing activities; that
consistency of phonics instruction should be balanced with teacher discretion and that flexibility
is necessary to meet individual needs (National Reading Panel, 2000, pp. 96-97). Most
interesting, and damning, given that the NRP report is often used to attack a balanced approach
to teach reading is that the report concluded that “It is important to emphasize that systematic
phonics instruction should be integrated with other reading instruction to create a balanced
reading program. Phonics instruction is never a total reading program” (National Reading Panel,
2000, p. 91).

This example illustrates a frequently exploited rhetorical sequence within legislation and
policy: (a) inconvenient evidence (or lack thereof) and conclusions are ignored (b) a bogyman is
created (e.g., “balanced literacy is Whole Language in disguise” with the implication that the
NRP report discredited Whole Language see Moats, 2000, 2007), (c) the popular media reports
the distortion (e.g., see Rotherham, 2009), (d) a public narrative is created, and (e) legislators
respond (e.g., in Tennessee, Authors, et al., 2023).

Yet, that rhetorical approach is embedded in a larger set of overlapping influences. For
example, advocacy organizations such as the International Dyslexia Association, which
admittedly introduced the term “structured literacy” for rhetorical purposes (Malchow, n.d.), and
parental groups (Gaab & Duggan, 2024; Zagata & Coyne, 2025) lobby for legislation aligned
with their agendas. Similarly, foundations and non-profits can act as intermediaries, for example
providing model language for legislation (ExcelinEd, n.d.). There are also commercial interests
at play providing curricula and assessments advertised to be aligned with SoR, which can create
conflicts of interests (c.f., Hruby, 2023; Stockard, 2022). For example, Hiebert (2024) reported

that 37 states legislate that curricular materials must align with the “Science of Reading,” and 12



specify that Districts must choose from an approved list of commercial publishers (see also,
Hoffman, et al., 2002). As mentioned previously here, popular media and journalists also drive
the national narrative of a crisis and conspiracy that creates a demand for action. Together, these
influences generate a potential for gaining political capital, motivating political action such as
state appointed panels, and eventually enacting legislation (see Authors, et al. 2023). These
influences merit more analysis than can be addressed here. For a more detailed analysis, see
Aydarova (2023, 2024) who has conducted extensive research addressing these overlapping
influences and provided concrete examples.

What Questions, Issues, and Critiques Are Pertinent?

In the US, the adoption of SoR as a dominant frame for state laws and policy in the mid-
2010s moved legislation about reading instruction into a new era. Legislation moved away from
a standards orientation to one that seeks orthodoxy based on experimental evidence deemed
“scientific.” What had been a specification of desired outcomes and broad competencies became,
for example, prescribed instructional approaches, prohibition of others, approved lists of
materials, and mandatory topics and perspectives within in-service training and pre-service
preparation. Funding and setting broad standards of the past became mandates, requirements, and
prohibitions. General licensing of teachers, in some cases, became required coursework with
specified topics, training, and certification tests. A deferment to professional judgment became
constrained by specific methods and scripted materials. State legislation assumed a body of
inarguable scientific evidence clearly demarcating a line between appropriate and inappropriate
instruction and effectively sanctioned only instruction deemed uniformly effective for all

students learning to read.



Questions

New questions and issues arise in the wake of that shift. Is the new legislative frame
inappropriately encroaching on professional judgement thus de-professionalizing teaching,
stifling reasonable debate, and restricting flexible options needed to meet the needs of diverse
learners (see Fitz & Nikolaidis, 2020Wixson, et al. 2019,)? Are legislators knowledgeable
enough to make judgments about scientific evidence, to arbitrate different findings and
interpretations of data, and to manage the complexity of the issues regarding how reading is
taught (e.g., Hanover Research, 2022; Petcher, et al, 2020)? Are conflicts of interests a risk
when legislators develop lists of approved commercial programs (e.g., Aydarova, 2023; also see
Johnston & Scanlon, 2020 for how this is particularly a concern for dyslexia legislation)? Are
legislators violating academic freedom when legislating the content of teacher education courses
at universities and sometimes demanding review of the programs themselves (see American
Association of University Professors, 2024)?

Another relevant question is “What effect might these laws have on teacher morale,
recruitment, and retention?”” Although there is little evidence that legislation restricting teachers
options for teaching reading negatively affects morale or recruitment, there is considerable
evidence that lower autonomy among teachers is associated with lower job satisfaction,
engagement, and retention (e.g., Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2014). Owens (2025) traced how a
narrative of teachers’ incompetence and their lack of scientific knowledge arose in conjunction
with the 2002 federal No Child Left Behind legislation and then merged with the SoOR movement
resulting in a justification for less teacher autonomy. However, in a recent small-scale study,

Yang-Heim (2026) found that teachers responded diversely to SoR mandates. Some opposed the



legislation while others were compliant, and, overall there was a multifaceted consideration of
policy expectations, professional judgment, and commitments to equity.

It is likely, too, that many teachers may be influenced and sometimes fully convinced that
the SoR narrative is accurate, that what they have been doing is wrong, and that they should
conform to legislated mandates. On one hand, they are likely to be influenced by the relentless
barrage of media coverage that promotes a reading crisis and SoR as a solution. More
specifically, they may be required or incentivized to participate in “retraining” in conjunction
with legislation. In some cases, that retraining is developed to promote a phonics ideology
offering what in one state included flagrant distortions, misinformation, and disinformation (see
Authors, et al., 2023). Teachers may also be led to question their preparation to teach reading
acquired in teacher education programs when exposed to biased information framed as research
from advocacy groups such as the National Council on Teacher Quality (Ellis, et al., 2026),
whose claims about a lack of scientific research on reading in teacher education courses have
been judged to be based on methodologically unsound data (Aydarova, 2026).

There are also questions about how legislated mandates will be managed. For example,
who will monitor the effects of this stricter legislation? Will there be a process for revising
legislation should new data and information become available? Who will decide if there is
compliance with legislation and how? What will be the consequence of non-compliance,
especially given multiple levels of implementation such as materials used, classroom practice,
teacher preparation, and student outcomes? Reports by the Council of Chief State School
Officers (2019, 2024) document that these are good questions, because they are often ignored or

poorly specified and can be inadequately funded. Such lack of detail about implementation and



monitoring suggests that existing legislation may be little more than expedient political
posturing.
Definitions?

Compliance with state legislation also raises a more fundamental question about its
predominant framing: What exactly comprises SoR and what research establishes practice that is
“evidence-based”? These terms are fairly common in the wording of state laws, but rarely
defined explicitly, and then only vaguely. In some cases, interpretation is passed to state
Departments of Education or other administrative agencies (Council of Chief State School
Officers, 2024; Katz, Sayag & Gendill, 2024; Quintero, et al., 2023, 2025; Schwartz, 2022). In a
few instances the categories that the NRP used for its analysis and subsequently promoted as the
“five pillars of reading instruction” (see previous section) are offered as definitions of SoR and
“evidenced-based learning.”

Such definitions are ironic, given that, as we explained in the previous section, the NRP
did not select these categories based on research specifically conducted to determine the most
important areas of reading instruction. Even more ironic is the strong evidence that implementing
instruction consistent with the NRP categories and its recommendations were, at best,
disappointing. The Reading First Impact Studies designed to test NRP findings and
recommendations were conducted in 248 schools in 13 states for 3 years with $1 billion in
federal funding each year (Gamse et al., 2008). Teachers were extensively trained in systematic
phonics instruction, which they taught for 1.5-3 hours each day. Yet, despite this intensive, well-
funded implementation, by third grade, students who participated in these studies scored no
higher on tests measuring comprehension than similar students who did not participate and who

received much less attention to phonics.



Definitions that are vague, ambiguous, or even that contradict available evidence create a
large loophole in state legislation. That loophole has been exploited in legal challenges, some of
which have been successful. A prime example is when the Reading Recovery Council of North
America (RRCN) sued the state of Ohio for reading legislation promoted by the state’s governor
and passed by the legislature (see Schwartz, 2023). The suit argued that the definition of “three
cuing” was unconstitutionally vague, but also touched on other relevant questions and issues
such as whether state laws restricting options for teaching reading violate the first amendment
and whether a single law of such scope is unconstitutional in Ohio (Reading Recovery Council
of North America, Inc. v. State, 2026). A lower court dismissed the suit, but, on appeal, a higher
court ruled in favor of RRCN. Law suits pertaining to state reading laws have also been
prosecuted in other states such as Connecticut (Connecticut General Assembly, 2025) and
Massachusetts (S.C. v. Calkins, 2025).

Laws that are vague and ambiguous about precisely what SoR and “evidence-based”
mean raise other issues and problems. For example, what is the scope of SoR and what
constitutes evidence? Some of the relevant questions and issues are illustrated and amplified
when the phrase “science of reading” is preceded by the definite article. What body of research
and evidence comprises “the science of reading”? And, again, who decides? Educators are
certainly legitimately informed by research focused on classroom instruction. But, should SoR be
limited to quantitative experimental methods, essentially conceptualizing classrooms as
laboratories (see Biesta, 2007; Dekker & Meeter, 2022). What fields provide relevant data and
insights that inform reading instruction? Are there “sciences of reading”?

There is a larger issue, not acknowledged in legislation and policy, but that could be

problematic for those trying to put SoR-driven legislation into practice or to interpret its meaning



for practice. What evidence holds sway when different domains of research provide
contradictory implications or guidance? Shanahan (2000) has addressed this issue suggesting that
there should be a distinction between SoR and the “science of reading instruction.” For example,
he pointed out that Reading Recovery (Pinnell, et al., 1994) has been shown to be effective
instruction even though its components have been criticized as opposing more basic research. He
describes such cases as similar to aeronautical theory concluding that hummingbirds can’t fly
thus distinguishing between the “science of reading” and the “science of reading instruction.”
Debatable Findings and Claims

There is a more pervasive issue. Many of the prominent unequivocal claims made under
the SoR banner are debatable, illogical, distorted, or contradicted by research. Taking an
international view, Tierney and Pearson, (2024) critically examined 10 of SoR’s prominent
claims. They assume a graciously neutral stance in their analysis, ending a critique of each claim
with a summary of how they would “revise” (not reject) the claim, perhaps, as we will elaborate
subsequently, a more politically palatable approach than taking a confrontational and accusatory
stance. Nonetheless, there is little doubt about the many shortcomings of the SoOR movement’s
claims. For example, Tierney and Pearson concluded that, “The mistake, we think, of the SoR
reform initiatives is that in their zeal to ensure a secure hold on the science of word reading and
understanding, they have lost their grip on the other equally-scientific endeavors” (p. 111).

The central issue around which other issues revolve is the chronic, cyclical debates about
the role of phonics in teaching children to read that began in the early 19™ century. Within
legislation today, foregrounding phonics is synonymous with SoR, implicitly or explicitly. SoR is
essentially the imprint of a movement whose advocates promote a phonics ideology, using

“science” polemically to leverage political power (Authors, et al., 2023). On the other hand,



today, “debate” may be too strong a word. There is no debate about phonics as a vital component
in teaching children to read. Instead, there are arguments about how and how much phonics
should be taught, how children should be oriented towards using phonics (exclusively vs.
supplemented with semantics and syntax, i.e., “three cuing”), and the status, position, and
emphasis of phonics within an instructional curriculum.

Yet, hardcore phonics advocates in the US are invested in sustaining the reading wars by
keeping a sharp edge of controversy (the aforementioned claim that “balanced literacy” is Whole
Language in disguise), which is useful in arguing that without legislation, not enough phonics
will be taught in schools. However, moderate voices can be found, acknowledging a central role
for phonics within broader curricular frames (e.g., Castles, et al., 2018; Duke, et al., 2021,
Graham, 2020). Nonetheless, these views seem rarely heard and are unrepresented in the
development of legislative mandates.

It is not difficult to find research raising questions about the claims and recommendations
of zealous phonics advocates who press for legislation supporting their views. Such research
exists within the narrow methodological bounds they consider valid and used to advance their
cause (i.e., experimental studies). It can even be found within their frequently cited sources, such
as the NRP Report, and, notoriously, the disappointing results of the subsequent Reading First
Impact Studies based on that report, as cited previously here. Comprehensive syntheses of
experimental research on phonics instruction raise further doubts about their more extreme
position. Bowers (2020) examined the effects across 12 meta-analyses and hundreds of
experimental studies, concluding that systematic phonics instruction was no more effective than
other common approaches including Whole Language. A qualitative analyses of Bowers data and

similar syntheses of experimental data raises also raises questions about claims that putting



phonics at the center of teaching reading has flimsy experimental support (Wyse & Bradbury,
2022).

Taking a different approach, Exley et al. (2026) conducted a systematic quantitative
literature review to determine the contribution of phonics to overall reading performance. They
concluded “that explicit phonics instruction is effective when implemented as part of a broader,
balanced literacy approach and supported by sustained teacher professional learning” and that
“Program rigidity and limited opportunities for pedagogical adaptation appear to constrain
impact for subgroups of students in mainstream classrooms” (p. 20). Notably, they also found
that effects were variable and contingent on instructional and contextual conditions. That
conclusion is reminiscent of a major conclusion from the nation-wide federally funded
Cooperative First Grade Studies conducted in the 1960s (Bond & Dykstra, 1967). Comparing a
variety of approaches to teaching reading including phonics, they found that all approaches
worked well in some locations and not well in others. Differences were explained more by
factors such as teachers, available materials, implementation, and the larger instructional
context.

Consistent with those findings, a study conducted by Pressley et al. (2001)and published
in the journal Scientific Studies of Reading investigated the practices of exemplary first-grade
reading teachers nominated by their supervisors in 30 classrooms in five regions of the US. The
study partially replicated two previously published studies with similar results. They found the
following common characteristics in their practice: “excellent classroom management based on
positive reinforcement and cooperation; balanced teaching of skills, literature, and writing;
scaffolding and matching of task demands to student competence; encouragement of student self-

regulation; and strong cross-curricular connections” (p. 36). Such findings suggest a much



broader consideration of what constitutes effective reading instruction than acknowledged, and
certainly not targeted, in legislation.

There are also examples of states passing statutes or otherwise approving administrative
policy and creating approved curricular materials that contradict their own commitments to SoR
and evidence-based instruction. One example is the use of “decodable texts,” that is, texts written
purposely to limit words to decodable spelling patterns that students have been taught. The use
of decodable text is statutory in Florida (Fla. Stat., 2024), part of Ohio’s administrative code
(Ohio Admin., 2022), a topic in a required course for teachers in Georgia (Ga. Comp., 2023), and
a criterion for selecting approved curricular materials in Texas (Hoffman et al., 2002).

Yet, there is considerable evidence that decodable texts are no more effective than often
more engaging authentic texts (e.g., Mesmer, 2009; Pearson 2004) that include new words and
spelling patterns, thus providing readers opportunities to enhance their decoding abilities and
vocabularies, and improve their comprehension (Price-Mohr & Price, 2020). Thus, legislating the
use of decodable texts can have consequences. At the very least, it unnecessarily limits teachers
options and implicitly suggests that not using such texts is inappropriate instruction, while
perpetuating a false assumption that their use is evidence-based.

A more general example, is when legislation promotes or requires that “evidence-based
instruction” be grounded in the “science of reading,” especially when that phrase foregrounds
neuro-cognitive or “brain” research. Newman, et al. (2023) reported that 18 states had used “the
science of reading” in statutes, although that phrase was not often defined precisely. When it was
defined, it often mentioned “cognitive science.” The authors surmise that this language served
rhetorically to add a veneer of scientific legitimacy for the legislation or the need for it (see also

Hruby, 2023). Further, debate is obviated when the definite article “the” precedes “science of



reading” and even further when the word “settled” is added for emphasis. If not always in the
language of the laws, connecting SoR and neuro-cognitive research occurs in explanations of that
legislation and is required in professional development and teacher education curricula. For
example, in South Carolina, the Education Superintendent introduced a revision of the state’s
Read to Succeed Act in 2024 stating “Brain science clearly tells us what works to improve
literacy outcomes for kids” (South Carolina Department of Education, 2024, March 1).

Suggesting that SoR firmly establishes the one way to teach reading successfully is
tantamount to saying that there is no need or room for any further research. Ironically, to suggest
that any science has reached an endpoint of understanding and that there remain no unanswered
questions is to reject the essence of science. “Settled science” is an oxymoron when it suggests
that no further knowledge or understanding is possible. That perspective calls into question any
legislation suggesting that there is no room for debate about effective practice, for generating
deeper understandings through new research and theory, or for better aligning instruction to
individual needs (See Wixson, et al., 2019).

Another issue is that brain research can be misinterpreted or distorted when applied to
instructional issues. For example, there is cognitive research indicating that mature readers’
brains are unconsciously accessing the sounds of words while reading. This finding is
extrapolated to suggest that children learning to read should first and foremost learn the
connections between letters and sounds (e.g., Posner, et al., 2023). That interpretation is a logical
fallacy. First there is no scientifically established casual proof of that relationship and there is no
evidence of how the brain /earns to read. Second, mature readers are automatic fluent readers;
beginning readers are not. It is possible that novice readers need other strategies and supports

beyond associating sounds and symbols to enable them to eventually become fluent readers.



Third, there is evidence that readers of non-alphabetic languages also access speech sounds while
reading. For example, Chinese written symbols do not represent sounds, yet Chinese readers like
mature English readers have also been found to be subconsciously accessing speech sounds
while reading silently (Perfetti, et al., 1992). This fallacy occasionally sneaks into legislation. For
example, the Ohio Department of Education and Workforce (2025) argues that brain research
shows that proficient readers connect letters, sounds, and meaning thus claiming that “The
pathway connecting the spelling to sounds to meaning of words must be built through explicit,
code-based instruction.”

Outcomes?

States are naturally invested in finding positive outcomes that might be claimed in light
of legislation deemed necessary and useful to improve overall reading achievement. The most
obvious indicator is average scores on state reading tests or on the reading portion of NAEP. It is
also potentially the most misleading data. A myriad of factors influence test scores making it
highly speculative to propose a causal relation between rising or falling scores and a specific
factor, especially when legislated reform is multi-pronged and other factors are not controlled.
That difficulty has not stopped those invested in legislative interventions from doing so, at least
when the news is good. At the same time, there can be multiple ways to argue away bad news
(e.g., Haag, 2026; Miller, et al., 2026, Redelmeier; 2025; Schwartz, 2025). Nor, has it inhibited
journalists from reporting and suggesting interpretations of changing test scores often aligned
with the dominant narrative of a crisis addressed by the SoR movement.

The most prominent example in the US is what has been called the “Mississippi
Miracle.” It makes for an interesting case study (see Spencer, 2024). In the 1990s the state of

Mississippi scores on NAEP were near the bottom of all US states. Then, in the late 1990s, a



$100 million philanthropic donation formed the statewide Barksdale Reading Institute (BRI). It
collaborated with schools, universities, and the Mississippi Department of Education, providing
professional development for teachers, support for supplemental instructional coaching/tutoring,
expanded materials, early-literacy interventions, and family-literacy programs. Reading scores
on the NAEP subsequently rose steadily. Building on that foundation, in 2013, the state passed
Literacy-Based Promotion Act (2013; LBPA), when the state was ranked 49" of 50 states on the
NAEP fourth-grade reading scores. The LBPA provided state funding for programs of support
similar to the BRI. However, it also added a controversial third-grade retention policy based on
reading achievement, holding back students who did not meet a reading achievement threshold
for an additional year of instruction. The so-called miracle was that by 2019 Mississippi’s
ranking had risen from 49" to 29", Another prominent component of the BRI initiative and the
LBPA is that both instigated structured systematic phonics instruction, mentioned last and more
incidentally here to emphasize the point that it was only one of many changes.

So, what caused the miracle that moved Mississippi’s national ranking from 49 to 29th?
If you think it could be the BRI and LBPA, there is a long menu of changes, individually or
collectively that may have played a role in that improvement. A favorite of skeptics is the third-
grade retention policy allowing the lowest readers an extra year of test preparation and removing
them from the pool of test-takers. For those, who believe that phonics is the key to raising test
scores, that is the preferred cause. One study suggests that collectively the components of the
LBPA did contribute to a relatively small increase (.14-.23 standard deviation) on NAEP, but it
could not identify a single factor that accounted for that increase (Spencer, 2024). Wainer et al.
(2026) provided some statistical evidence that fourth-grade scores would raise NAEP scores

approximately four points if the bottom 5.6% of the distribution was removed, although 2017



scores were only one point higher than 2015 scores. As a point of comparison, the state of
Florida passed a third-grade retention policy more than a decade before Mississippi. There were
short-term gains in reading achievement, but those gains disappeared within five years when
students who were retained were compared with their same-age peers (Schwerdt, et al., 2017)

Statistically, regression to the mean is another factor when considering changes in scores
for states at the very top or bottom of the distribution of NAEP scores. Changes in individual
states’ ranking are also affected by other states shifting up or down. Thus, statistical significance
in gains or losses in state scores are a more reliable metric, although as we noted previously here,
NAEP uses the most generous criterion for declaring statistical significance. Yet, despite the
widespread legislation inspired by SoR, only Mississippi and Louisiana (ranked 50" before
passing SoR legislation) have posted steadily significant gains since passing new laws regulating
reading instruction, and there is no clear evidence of what aspect of the multi-faceted legislation
in those states may have influenced scores. Third-grade retention remains a suspected influential
factor in Mississippi, but it is still an open question.

Multiple societal and cultural factors can also nudge NAEP scores up or down.
Disruptions during COVID certainly complicated interpretation related to other factors. Further,
it is difficult to ignore the strong correlation, much stronger than anything that occurs in schools,
between social and economic disadvantages and lower academic achievement (Berliner, 2013),
which is also reflected in the pattern of NAEP scores. Nonetheless, NAEP was intended and
designed only to document trends, not to explain them. Yet, that reality is an invitation for
advancing a wide variety of favored arguments and agendas.

There are other issues related to SoR-inspired legislation that illustrate less direct, but not

necessarily inconsequential, effects on reading instruction and test scores. Compared to the



attention given to reading achievement, there has been little research, and perhaps little concern,
about the downstream effects of such legislation on teachers and students. However, some
researchers have opened the door to such research. One example, is the effects of more restrictive
legislation on teacher autonomy. Relyea, et al. (2026) surveyed and interviewed teachers
implementing state SoR legislation. Teachers described various constraints on implementation
and emphasized the need for differentiation, collaboration, professional learning, and
institutional support. Similarly, Yang-Heim (2026) found that a recurring issue was whether
state-mandated programs allowed teachers sufficient freedom to respond to children’s and
cultural and linguistic differences. These studies counter the simplistic assumptions implicit in
much legislation that teaching reading is essentially a readily solved technical problem.

Where do we go from here?

In the US, we are now in uncharted territory regarding how children are taught to read.
Historically, the pendulum has swung towards and then away from certain approaches in
repetitive cycles. The current situation is unique, albeit the consequence of a gradual
progression: the mostly philosophical and academic differences of the distant past came under
early scientific scrutiny; then, disputations moved into the public sphere eventually putting a
sharp edge on differences (the reading wars); then, a manufactured crisis established a narrative
demanding attention that was enhanced by media fed theories of purposeful incompetence.
Finally, “science” was melded into the narrative to endorse phonics and to silence dissent that
opposed the interests of advocacy groups and commercial enterprises. We are living in the,
perhaps inevitable, denouement: the politization of reading instruction resulting in laws
governing how reading can or cannot be taught. The epigraph to this article is explanatory, if not

completely fair.



What does it mean when teaching reading must exist within essentially one legally
sanctioned frame and when, at least in some states, certain approaches become theoretically, and
sometimes actually, illegal. Will parents file legal suits against teachers who deviate from state
laws? There are precedents for legal action against those who violate SoR. Parents in
Massachusetts filed a class action suit against the authors of a reading series claiming that the
authors knowingly produced a curriculum contrary to SoR (see Blad, 2024). The fact that the
judge dismissed the case offers small comfort to those on the frontlines of teaching. Teachers,
too, face increased risks of disciplinary actions or dismissal when reading certain books to
children (e.g., Amy, 2023), another indication of how teaching reading has become politicized.

In this new era of legislated reading instruction, what can be done to mitigate legislative
overreach that limits professional judgement, narrows views of scientific evidence, validates
instructional approaches previously left to professional associations and accrediting agencies,
reduces options for addressing the needs of individual learners, and risks turning teaching and
learning to read into essentially a technical exercise subject to legislative fiat driven by political
interests. At least in the short term, the answer is not to focus on overturning the entrenched
narrative that creates and sustains these limitations. Doing so is notoriously difficult in general
(Walter & Tukachinsky, 2020) and especially so in the domain of policy (Stone, 1989). It is clear
from research that new facts and cogent arguments are not particularly effective in undoing
widely shared narratives (Shanahan, E.A. et al., 2018).

Yet, there may be meaningfully productive ways to challenge and potentially to shift the
current policy narrative. A starting point is to understand the narrative expressed broadly here: a
reading crisis->inappropriate instruction (cause)->instruction guided by SoR (solution)-

>teachers/teacher educators/local control (obstacle)->state legislation (removes obstacle). This



article aimed to flesh out the details and to identify weak points in the narrative. There is also
research that offers strategic guidance (e.g., the three citations in the previous paragraph). A full
consideration is beyond the scope of this article. However, one possibility would be to offer
information and stories presented in a way that creates conceptual conflict (Potvin, 2023).
Conceptual conflict prompts thoughts such as “I never thought of that.” “That’s interesting and
surprising.” “I need to rethink things and maybe modify my assumptions or beliefs.”

For example, few mature readers of English have a full appreciation of the complexity of
sound-symbol correspondences in English. Mature reading is so automatic and fluent that there is
no conscious awareness of the extraordinary complexity that is being managed subconsciously
and much of which was learned without explicit instruction. To most adults, phonics seems
deceptively simple and straightforward. Yet, there are ways to make that complexity more visible
and thus might create conceptual conflict with an awareness that phonics may be more difficult
than assumed. For example, at the outset of an article that introduced an extensive compendium
of sound/symbol correspondences in English (Author, 2026), we asked readers to stop reading
and skim the 20 pages the compendium consumed at the end of the article. Then, we suggested
comparing the compendium to a half-page Table that followed with the totality of phonics
needed to be taught, learned, and applied in Italian, a phonetically transparent written language.
We imagine that the visual comparison might create a moment of conceptual conflict.

Shifting the terms we use may also be effective (Luntz, 2007). For example, we can
promote the term “evidence-informed,” rather, than “evidence-based” (see Nelson & Campbell,
2017), the former suggesting more space for professional judgement and individual cases. We
can refer to “the sciences of reading.” Similarly, we can avoid the risk of reinforcing the

SoR/evidence-based frame by directly criticizing it (see Lakoff, 2014) and, instead offering new



frames such as the one represented in Figure 1, adapted from one used to guide medical practice.
We can ask: “Don’t we want teachers to be guided by the same expectations we have of doctors
and medical personnel?” “Do you want your doctor to prescribe a treatment based on general
findings of what works for most people instead of treating you as an individual case?” “How do
we move from evidence that is best in general, to what is best for individual students in specific
contexts?” “What kind of research would help us move from generalization to specification?”

Figure 1. A model of evidence-based practice adapted from medical practice
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Such strategies will be minimally effective if limited to the academic literature.
Researchers, especially those who work closely with teachers in classrooms, need to encourage,
and assist, them to tell their stories and provide examples of the realities of teaching reading that
transcend the simplistic assumptions and the narrow confines of SoR and what is evidence-based
using only data from experiments. Researchers can also publish compilations of “evidence”
supporting a broader range of options and practices, making them available to teachers and
school districts who may need to justify that they are conforming to evidence-based
requirements, even if in unintended ways. They can also point out how some legislation (e.g., the

use of decodable texts) is contrary to evidence and SoR. They can write op-eds for media outlets



asking questions that create conceptual conflict; they can suggest new terms; they can stop
pointing out the faults of SoR and instead propose better frameworks; they can collaborate with
more moderate researchers and commentators who are respected by strong phonics advocates
(e.g., Seidenberg, 2020), and so forth. Given the influence of online sources such as You Tube
and social media, neither can those outlets be ignored or devalued.

Neither can any contemplated future for policy, legislation, and practice related to
teaching children how to read ignore the increasing integration of Al into every aspect of society,
including education. For example, it is already being used to generate engaging stories
customized to a child’s interests and ability (DelJulio et al., 2024). It is doubtful that such extreme
individualization, readily enabled by Al, will limit options to only experimental evidence aimed
at making generalizations from statistical comparisons of groups. Neither is it likely to focus
exclusively on a tightly structured single path of phonics instruction as appropriate or necessary
for every child. Given Al, it is likely that generalization will give way to specification. Although
there are as many concerns about the use of Al in education as there are potential benefits, it is
not difficult to imagine that it will undo the stability and relevance of current legislation moving
us into a new era. It may also dethrone a dictatorial conception of SoR and may reorient evidence
to accommodate individual differences. Should that occur, it will be interesting to see what new
narrative might emerge to frame instruction and whether it will justify and sustain legislative
action or make it moot.
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