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T
HERE ARE a number of ways to define an urban legend.
Here’s one from the Urban Legends Research Centre: “An
Urban Legend is usually a (good/captivating/titillating/en-
grossing/incredible/worrying) story that has had a wide au-
dience, is circulated spontaneously, has been told in sever-
al forms, and which many have chosen to believe (whether
actively or passively) despite the lack of actual evidence to
substantiate the story.”1

I wish to add another urban legend to those that already
exist, a legend that I believe ranks with the legend of the alligators living in
the sewers of New York City.2 I will refer to it as the “Plummet Legend.” It
goes like this. After whole language was introduced in California in 1987,
test scores “plummeted” to the point where California’s fourth-graders were
last in the country in 1992. It makes a good story, if we can judge by the
number of times it has been repeated. But this sudden plummet never hap-
pened. It is an urban legend, a captivating and worrisome story that has been
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told in several forms and that many people have chosen
to believe despite the lack of actual evidence.

The Plummet Legend has had serious consequences. It
has led to the discrediting of the whole-language approach
to literacy and has nurtured a strong movement promoting
a “skill-building” approach.3 I will try to show here both
that the evidence does not support this legend and that

the legend is inconsistent with the results of studies of lit-
eracy development.

DID TEST SCORES PLUMMET IN CALIFORNIA?

Here is a more complete version of the Plummet Leg-
end. In 1987 a group of whole-language advocates took
over the California Language Arts Framework Committee
and brought in whole language. Phonics instruction and



mentary schools had only 12 books per child. Although
some of this decline was due to the pruning of old books,
there is no sign of improvement.7

• The same 1990 study reported 4,595 students per
school librarian in California. The national ratio was 900
to 1.8 In 1998 California had 4,673 students per school li-
brarian.9

• California’s public libraries are not impressive. Ac-
cording to data published in 1997, California’s public li-
braries had 1.9 volumes per capita. The national average
was 2.8. Only three states were worse. California’s public
libraries circulate 4.9 books per capita, per year. The na-
tional average is 6.6. Only 10 states are lower.10

• California now ranks in the bottom eight among states
in terms of percentage of children between the ages of 5
and 17 who live in poverty.11

What’s more, print-access variables are strongly corre-
lated with NAEP reading scores. McQuillan reported a cor-
relation of .85 between measures of print access (books
and other forms of print available in the home, school, and
community) and 1994 NAEP scores.12 Controlling for pov-
erty, the correlation remained high (r=.63).13 California’s
problem is not whole language but a lack of reading ma-
terial.

Independent research supports McQuillan’s analysis.
There is excellent evidence that children with more ac-

cess to books read more and that children who read more
make superior gains in literacy development.

ACCESS LEADS TO READING

There is a great deal of evidence showing that children
with more access to books read more. Children with more
books in the home read more.14 Barbara Heyns reported
that children who live close to public libraries read more
than those who live far away.15 Leslie Morrow and Carol
Weinstein found that installing well-designed library cor-
ners in kindergartens resulted in more use of books by the

other forms of direct teaching were banned, and language
scores plummeted to the point where California’s fourth-
graders scored last in the country in reading in 1992. Cali-
fornia is now recovering from this damage, thanks to a ra-
tional, sensible phonics-based approach to reading.

This is not what happened. I served on the California
Language Arts Framework Committee in 1987. Phonics
teaching was not banned. We simply proposed that lan-
guage arts should be “literature-based.” This is hardly con-
troversial. In fact, I regarded it as part of the definition of
language arts.

Did teachers change their ways in California? Nobody
really knows. There have been no empirical studies com-
paring methodology in language arts teaching before and
after the 1987 committee met.

Did test scores decline? It is certainly true that Califor-
nia fourth-graders scored last in the country in the fourth-
grade National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
in reading in 1992. But this was the first time NAEP scores
had been presented by state. It was assumed that there had
been a decline, but there was no evidence that this was so,
for no comparison with earlier test scores was made. Jeff
McQuillan examined CAP (California Achievement Pro-
gram) reading comprehension scores from 1984 to 1990,
which I present in Table 1. There is no clear pattern of in-
creases or decreases during these years, which leads to
the conclusion that California’s read-
ing problem existed well before “whole
language” was introduced in 1987. There
was no Great Plummet of 1987-92.4

McQuillan also provides a convinc-
ing explanation for the low scores. There
is strong evidence that California’s poor
performance is related to its print-poor
environment. California ranks last in
the country in the quality of its school
libraries and ranks near the bottom in
the quality of its public libraries. In ad-
dition, many of its children have very little reading materi-
al at home. California ranked ninth in the country in the
percentage of children between the ages of 5 and 17 who
lived in poverty in 1995, and it ranked near the bottom in
the percentage of homes with more than 25 books.5

McQuillan’s analysis was based on school library data
published in 1990 and public library data published in
1995. There has been little change in California since that
time.

• A study published in 1990 reported that California’s
school libraries had 13 books per child; the national av-
erage was 18 books per child.6 In 2001, California ele-

CAP Scores in California, 1984-90
Grade 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990

3 268 274 280 282 282 277 275

6 249 253 260 260 265 262 262

8 250 240 243 247 252 256 257

12 236 241 240 246 250 248 251

Source:Jeff McQuillan, The Literacy Crisis:False Claims and Real Solutions (Portsmouth, N.H.:Heine-
mann, 1998).

TABLE 1.
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children during intervals of free play.16 In a study of high
school libraries, Rachel Houle and Claude Montmarquette
reported that students take more books out of school li-
braries that have more books and that stay open longer.17

McQuillan and Julie Au reported that high school students
did more reading when their teachers took them to the
school library more often on planned library visits.18

READING LEADS TO LITERACY DEVELOPMENT

Until recently, it was considered obvious that actual
reading helps readers get better and helps them improve
their vocabulary, grammar, spelling, and writing. The U.S.
government disagrees. The National Reading Panel (NRP)
concluded that there is insufficient research to support the
hypothesis that reading itself is beneficial and concluded
that we should concentrate our efforts on phonemic aware-
ness training, intensive phonics, and having children read
aloud so that their errors can be corrected.19

The NRP overlooked a tremendous amount of research.
The case for recreational reading is overwhelming. It con-
sists of many case histories in which it is clear that read-
ing was the causative factor in helping individuals — such
as Richard Wright, Malcolm X, and Ben Carson — increase
their level of literacy development.20 It includes studies in
which strong and consistent correlations are found between
the amount of reading done and gains in reading develop-
ment.21 It includes experiments in which readers show mod-
est but reliable gains in vocabulary and spelling knowledge
after only one or two exposures to an unfamiliar word in
a meaningful context.22

The case for recreational reading also includes studies
of sustained silent reading. I reviewed the research on sus-
tained silent reading and concluded that it works. In 51
out of 54 comparisons, students who read for pleasure
gained as much as or more than comparison students on
tests of reading comprehension. In addition, programs that
lasted longer were more effective. For programs lasting
one academic year or longer, those in sustained silent read-
ing classes outperformed comparison students in eight out
of 10 comparisons, and in two other cases there was no
difference. The NRP report included only controlled stud-
ies of sustained silent reading, included no long-term pro-
grams, contained only a dozen comparisons, and misin-
terpreted and misreported some of the studies that it did
include.23

In an earlier publication I presented a narrative review
of studies that claimed to compare the efficacy of a whole-
language approach and a “skills” approach to the teach-
ing of reading. I concluded that, when whole language

was defined correctly — that is, as including a great deal
of real reading — students in these classes performed as
well as or better than children in skills classes on tests of
reading comprehension, were equivalent to children in
skills-based classes on tests of “skills” (e.g., reading non-
sense words), had more positive attitudes toward reading,
and read more on their own.24

Once again, the federal government thinks otherwise.
The NRP concluded that skills-based methods were supe-
rior to whole-language methods (d=.31).25 In my reanaly-
sis, I considered performance on tests of reading compre-
hension, and I also considered the amount of reading
done. I found an overall advantage for whole language
(d=.17). For the four studies in which it was clear that one
group did more real reading, the advantage for the read-
ers was substantial (d=.70).26

BETTER LIBRARIES LEAD TO BETTER READING

If more access to books results in more reading and
more reading results in more literacy development, it fol-
lows that more access to books will result in more litera-
cy development, and research confirms that this is the case.
A particularly important aspect of this research deals with
the impact of libraries. Research on the impact of libraries
over the last decade has shown that better school libraries
— those with more books and better staffing — are asso-
ciated with greater literacy development.

The seminal study in this area was done by Keith Cur-
ry Lance and his associates, who found that school libraries
in Colorado with better staffing and better collections had
higher reading scores, even when factors such as poverty
and availability of computers were controlled.27 These re-
sults were confirmed by other studies that showed that
states with better school and public libraries earned high-
er scores on the NAEP fourth-grade reading examination.28

In addition, Warwick Elley reported a positive association
in 32 different countries between the quality of a school’s
library and the reading achievement of students.29The Col-
orado results have been replicated in several other states,
by Lance himself as well as by other scholars.30

THE ROLE OF PHONICS

The conclusions reached here do not exclude a role for
the direct teaching of phonics. Frank Smith has argued that
some conscious knowledge of sound/spelling correspon-
dences can help make texts comprehensible. However,
there are severe limits on how much phonics can be taught
directly: the rules are complex and have numerous ex-
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ceptions. Smith argues that most of our knowledge of
phonics is the result of reading, not the cause.31 Smith’s
view is nearly identical to the view presented in Becom-
ing a Nation of Readers, often cited as supporting heavy,
early phonics:

Phonics instruction should aim to teach only the
most important and regular letter-to-sound relation-
ships . . . once the basic relationships have been
taught, the best way to get children to refine and ex-
tend their knowledge of letter-sound correspondenc-
es is through repeated opportunities to read. If this
position is correct, then much phonics instruction
is overly subtle and probably unproductive.32

WHAT DOES A LOW NAEP SCORE MEAN?

Recall that it was California fourth-graders’ low scores
on the NAEP examination that stimulated the movement
toward heavy phonics-based instruction. It is impossible
to know for sure if a low score on the NAEP means that a
child cannot read or lacks knowledge of important sound/
spelling correspondences. In fact, I suspect that a sub-
stantial number of children who received low scores on
the NAEP exam can read reasonably well. The NAEP read-
ing comprehension examination is not just a test of liter-
acy; it is also a test of literature. A glance at the evaluation

criteria reveals that readers have to be able to interpret
passages the way an “educated” person would. It is quite
possible to understand a passage perfectly well but have
a nonstandard (or very creative) interpretation or way of
answering questions.33

An example of the scoring criteria for the 1992 NAEP
supports this possibility. In a discussion of the “short con-
structed response” items of the NAEP, a sample passage
was presented that dealt with Amanda Clement, the first
paid woman umpire in baseball. Fourth-graders were asked,
“If she were alive today, what question would you like to
ask Mandy about her career? Explain why the answer to
your question would be important to know.” Here are two
answers that were considered “unacceptable”:

“How old are you? Can I have a picture of you.”

“Did you real like basket ball did you have any
friends or fans. Was you ever at any basketball
games? The reason I would ask these questions is
because I like basket, ball to. Was you ever a cher-
leader? What color is your hair because if she ever
got lost or anything you or people would have to
(know) what color here hair is.”

The best answers, according to the authors of the NAEP
report, indicated that “the student has considered the more
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complex social or personal issues suggested by the pas-
sage.”34 I am not arguing that the unacceptable examples
presented here show high levels of literacy achievement.
They don’t. But it is clear to me that the writers were not
completely illiterate; they have obviously acquired basic
sound/spelling correspondences. It should also be noted
that 17% of California fourth-graders wrote “unaccept-
able” answers to this question and 6% did not write any-
thing. This means that 77% wrote answers that were con-
sidered to be of higher quality than these two.35

POSTSCRIPT: WHAT HAPPENED AFTER 1992?

What has happened to California’s NAEP scores since
1992? Now that a skills-oriented approach that relies on
a heavy dose of phonics is being aggressively pushed by
the state government, have NAEP scores risen? Not so far.
California’s fourth-graders scored 202 on the NAEP read-
ing exam in 1992; 197 in 1994; and 202 in 1998. (Na-
tional norms for these years were 215, 212, and 215 re-
spectively).36

So the Great Plummet of 1987-92 never happened. Cal-
ifornia’s reading scores were low well before the California
Language Arts Framework Committee met in 1987. More-
over, there is compelling evidence that the low scores are
related to California’s impoverished print environment.
There is also strong and consistent evidence that the avail-
ability of reading material is related to how much children
read and that how much children read is related to how
well they read. A close look at the evidence suggests that
the skills-and-testing hysteria that has gripped California
and other states has been unnecessary.
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tion — with only a weak impact on tests of
reading comprehension for older children
(grades 2-6). SAT 9 tests are given only to
grades 2 and higher (see Elaine M. Garan,
“Beyond the Smoke and Mirrors: A Critique
of the National Reading Panel Report on
Phonics,” Phi Delta Kappan, March 2001,
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