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<Theme of the Month>  Technology Based Reading Solutions

There is nothing like a multibilion-dollar federal money pie to give great momentum to an issue and the many products developing to advance it. The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 has targeted early literacy and reading and will significantly shape how reading is taught and learned by young children. The NCLB will impact the teaching processes used in the classroom and reading products through the following:

· Reading is a central focus in the NCLB emphasis on accountability. States must implement accountability systems governing all public schools, based on state standards in reading and mathematics.

· The act requires students in grades 3-8 to undergo annual testing.

· It moves the testing of educational practices toward a “medical model,” in which educators are expected to make decisions on instructional lessons based on results.

· It is fueling the demand for research-based reading products through a vast expansion of federal aid for K-3 reading instruction, specifically scientifically based instruction and assessment tools. 

· It stipulates that state and local grants go for K-3 programs that teach five core components of reading: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension.

· It promotes far greater use of screening and diagnostic tools and classroom-based reading assessments, through grants on the local level.

· It grants awards to states based on evidence that they have significantly increased the level of third-grade students reading proficiently. 

This is where technology comes in. Put simply, there is no way the requirements of the law can be addressed without the use of technology to improve instruction, sharpen the measurement of reading performance in the early grades, and address administrative demands on teachers.

NCLB provides roughly $900 million in fiscal year 2002 for reading, a threefold increase over the level budgeted in fiscal year 2001.  This is the first installment of the Bush administration’s commitment for a six-year, $5 billion investment aiming to ensure that every child can read well by the end of the third grade. 

As this federal funding pie is made available, three important developments are converging that will change the face of using technology in reading for K-3 students. The money will give districts the resources to address and improve the teaching of reading. The law’s requirements will compel districts to change the way they are teaching reading and to be held much more accountable. And thirdly, technology-based reading products are in the early stages, but they are already making significant improvements in how reading is taught and in how well K-3 students are learning to read.

Following are the ways that technology will shape the teaching and learning of reading in the early grades for the near future:  

· With the NCLB emphasis on consistently assessing educational results similar to a “medical model,” districts will move toward much more real-time assessment and immediate follow-up. Handheld devices and other technologies are being developed for these “pinpointing” products that allow schools and districts to measure students’ skill level and reading performance in real-time and to tailor solutions and lessons for individual students.

· There will be more handheld reading applications for the early grades. These products will address diagnosis, testing, and instructional delivery. Mobile devices for testing provide flexibility and instantaneous results, allowing teachers to know their students’ reading performance immediately. Customized software on mobile devices will let teachers use electronic versions of reading measurements they have used to do on paper, such as running records. The handheld applications will save teachers time by performing various administrative tasks such as computation, data aggregation, and e-mail updates of results to parents, so that they can focus on instruction. They are being packaged with prescriptive lessons and supplemental reading materials. Because they are linked to the Web, data can be shared with parents, educators, and other schools, and aggregated at the district and ultimately state levels. 

· The ability to assess kids’ reading skill levels instantaneously and to create assignments based on those assessments will make teachers more involved partners in the testing process. Based on real-time assessments, teachers will create targeted lessons for reading learners.  Some teachers have said that they feel more empowered with the classroom-based assessments. They have more control over testing, and based on the assessments, they can tailor lessons to individual students and see the impact of the targeted instruction with those children.      

· Reading materials and tools will be more engaging, interactive, and game-like to attract students. Web-based and other technology reading products will offer more colorful graphics, dynamic animation, sound, playbacks of students reading aloud, and instant feedback. Many materials are being packaged with instructional tools that allow much more customized, individually paced lessons for reading students. 

· Speech-recognition programs that teach children how to read are in the very early stages, but they will be very significant in the next few years due to recent significant improvements in the technology. They address very specific aspects of learning to read such as phonemic awareness, fluency, and comprehension.  The programs employ oral reading exercises that allow students to read, receive immediate feedback, and hear modeled reading examples.

Although the new web based reading and instructional applications are new and will be improving greatly in the next few years…. Instructional leaders should  give serious consideration to purchasing them now.. particularly the diagnostic tools which are a big leap forward from what is currently available.

