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Parenting: The Lost Arf 24
By Kay S. Hymowitz

When parents fail to define a moral universe -

Jor their children, they set them adrift—

unmoored and vulnerable—
in a sensationalist, media-

saturated world.
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By Walter A. McDougall

Whatever bappened to the study
of geography? Unless students
can “do the map”—and many
cannot—thbey bave no way of
understanding why the world is ]
the way it is. S

A 'l'n'buvl‘;;o“..leanne Chall

Due in large part to Jeanne Chall’s lifelong
dedication to the field of reading education,
countless children who otherwise would be -
hopelessly struggling are now on a secure
patb to literacy.
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Teaching Vocabulary
By Andrew Biemiller
Comprebension rests to large
degree on vocabulary knowledge,
but by grade 5 there are dramatic
vocabulary differences among
children. We can do
something about that. - Ao X~

Real Heroes
By Dennis Denenberg

Pop quiz for your students: Who are Elizabeth
Blackwell, George Marshall, Matthew Henson,
Jonas Salk, and Yo-Yo Ma? If they don’t know,
bere’s just the book they need.

E.B. White and

Charlotte’s Web

By Scott Elledge

Fifty years ago, on January 19, 1951,

E.B. White finished the first draft of Charlotte’s
Web. Eleven million copies later, it remains one
of the most beloved children’s books of all time.




s
Jeanne Chall’s
Historic
Contribution

By DI1ANE RaviTcH

As a historian of education, I have studied the his-
tory and politics of reading research. Based on my re-
search, I can say without qualification that Jeanne
Chall’s significant contribution to this field changed
the course of the debate about reading in the last third
of the 20th century. Chall will long be remembered for
both the quality of her research and for her matchless
integrity, which inspired her students and admirers in
many other fields.

Here is the context that brought Jeanne Chall to the
forefront of the reading debate. In the late 1940s
and early 1950s, the public schools were
roundly criticized for intellectual flabbiness.
Then, in 1955, Rudolf Flesch’s sensational
book, Why Jobnny Can’t Read, charged that
there was a national reading crisis caused by
the widespread use of textbooks and reading
programs that rejected phonics. Flesch insisted
that the popular “look-say” method, found in
books like the Dick and Jane reading series, had
no support in research. His book topped the
bestseller list and was serialized in many newspa-
pers.

In 1961, as the debate about how to teach read-
ing continued, the Carnegie Corporation of New
York commissioned Jeanne Chall, who was well es-
tablished as a careful reading researcher, to review
the controversy. Chall spent three years visiting
hundreds of classrooms, analyzing research studies,
and examining textbooks; she interviewed textbook
authors, reading specialists, and teachers. In her
landmark book Learning to Read: The Great Debate,
published in 1967, she did not agree with Flesch that
there was one and only one successful method for
teaching beginning readers. She concluded that no sin-
gle method had completely solved the problems of
teaching reading; some methods were better than oth-
ers, but none was a panacea.

Chall was not an ideologue; she was a careful re-
searcher who understood teaching. She knew that it
was extraordinarily tricky to compare the effectiveness
of different teaching methods because each approach
contained elements of the other. She pointed out that
schools that had recently adopted phonics programs
still used the look-say readers, and teachers tended to

Diane Ravitch is a bistorian of education and Re-
search Professor of Education at New York Univer-
sity. Her latest book is Left Back: A Century of Failed
School Reforms (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000).
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rely on the methods with which they were most famil-
iar. In the 1930s, she observed, phonics survived in a
hostile environment because some teachers clung to
their old phonics charts, closed the classroom door,
and hoped that their supervisor did not come in unan-
nounced. However, she discovered that teachers who
had been trained since the 1930s had never learned to
teach phonics and were likely to fall back on what
they knew best, which was the look-say method.

Chall found that from 1930 until the early 1960s,
there was a pervasive professional consensus on the
one best way to teach reading. This consensus de-em-
phasized the use of phonics and concentrated on
teaching children to recognize whole words and sen-
tences. It stressed silent reading, rather than oral read-
ing (oral reading was associated with phonics because
it demonstrated the child’s knowledge of the sounds of
letters and syllables). Children were encouraged to
identify words “at sight” by referring to pictures and
context clues; the sight vocabulary was carefully con-
trolled and repeated often in the primers. While phon-
ics was not necessarily banned, it was relegated to a

minor role in learning to
read.

This  orthodoxy,
Chall discovered, was
not supported by re-
search. In reviewing

reading research from
1912 to 1965, Chall
found that studies of
beginning readers
over the decades
clearly supported
decoding. Early de-
coding, she found,
not only produced
better word
recognition and
spelling, but also
made it easier
for the child
eventually to
read with un-
derstanding.
The code emphasis
method, she wrote, was especially
effective for children of lower socioeconomic sta-
tus, who were not likely to live in homes surrounded
with books or with adults who could help them learn
to read. For a beginning reader, she found, knowledge
of letters and sounds had more influence on reading
achievement than the child’s tested mental ability or
1Q.

Instinctively wary of any extremism, Chall warned
teachers, schools, and textbook publishers not to go
overboard in teaching phonics, not to jettison compre-
hension and good stories. She had recommended
phonics only as a beginning reading method, a method
to start the child reading in the first two grades, fol-
lowed by a quick transition to reading good stories.
She had predicted that if schools made a fetish of
phonics, there would be a counter-reaction, and a
movement would rise up against the overemphasis on
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systematic phonics. She expected that this counter-re-
action would demand a “natural” approach, a renewed
attention to recognizing whole words and reading for
meaning and appreciation. Of course, she was describ-
ing, with uncanny accuracy—back in 1967—the rise
of the whole language movement.

When the whole language movement became a
major factor in American education in the 1980s, as
Chall had predicted, she was often targeted as one of
its “enemies.” In publications and debates, she was
sometimes accused by whole language partisans of
being a tool of the “far right.” This, of course, was ab-
surd. Jeanne Chall never let herself be used by anyone.
She was a woman of remarkable candor, clarity, and
personal integrity. She reported what she found, and
she did not seek favor from anyone nor serve as a foot-
soldier in anyone’s political campaigns.

Even as the attacks on her continued, -she stressed
that ‘both decoding and comprehension were critical
for young readers. Her critics twisted her words, but
they never managed to tarnish her scholarly reputa-
tion, and she never descended to trading insults with
those who insulted her.

Her message over the decades was clear and consis-
tent. Teaching children to read is difficult, not easy; it
requires consistency, skill, and open-mindedness. Re-
search can point us to better methods, but only well-
prepared teachers can make good methods effective in
their classrooms.

She will be remembered in the history of American
education as a teacher, a scholar, and a person of the
highest character who cared deeply about children.
Having just completed a history of American educa-
tion in the 20th century, which documents Jeanne
Chall’s important role in clarifying “the great debate,” I
can assure her many friends that her work will not be

. forgotten.
(1

The Great Debate

By MARILYN JAGER ADAMS

When we sat down for lunch, I saw that Jeanne had
brought a copy of my book. “Listen,” she said, “I want
to read you something” She opened the book and read
from my summary remarks about 7he Great Debate.

Chall’s book is a classic because it is thorough, disci-
plined, and readable....The observations and data she
amassed seemed inescapably to suggest that—as a com-
plement to connected and meaningful reading—system-
‘atic phonic instruction is a valuable component of begin-
ning reading instruction. Its positive effects appeared
both strong and extensive. Yet the reader is left with the
imnpression that these findings took Chall by surprise.!

She closed the book, sat back, and peered at me

Marilyn Jager Adams, currently a consultant with
BBN Technologies, Cambridge, Mass., is the autbor
of Beginning to Read: Thinking and Learning About
Print.
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long and hard. “Have I said this to you?” she finally *
asked. No, she had not. “Then what makes you think it
is so?”

I felt at least uncomfortable. In giving oneself li-
cense to write from the soul, one necessarily gives oth-
ers license to see, rightly or wrongly, more than one
has written. Had I overstepped in this reflection? Had I
misread? Had I trespassed on her person?

That evening she called on the phone. “I've been
thinking,” she began. Then with a great swell of pride
in her voice, she announced, “The Great Debate was
my first feminist book! Do you know?” We both
laughed, for both of us did.

Not that Chall was surprised that phonics is useful
for young readers. English, after all, is an alphabetic
script. Yet, few who delve into the primary research
are prepared for the strength or the scope of the phon-
ics effect. A working knowledge of spellings and
spelling-sound correspondences is fundamental for
young readers. It is essential. Furthermore, whether
children gain that understanding is very, very strongly
influenced by instruction. That is what Chall figured
out as she wrote The Great Debate. Moreover, she fig-
ured it out despite the fact that, by today’s standards,
the research base from which she worked was both
crude and spotty. Had she been anyone else, she might
well have understood and written about these findings
only as they fit her prior beliefs. But she did not. Both-
ering instead to push and ponder their collective
meaning and credibility, she caused herself to question
and, ultimately, revise her own beliefs, even knowing
the social and professional risks of so doing.

Still today, after many hundreds more pages, many
thousands more experimental hours and subjects, and
many millions more dollars worth of work, we have
certified much but learned little more. The conclu-
sions of our scientific efforts to understand beginning
reading remain “point for point, virtually identical to
those at which Jeanne Chall had arrived [in 7he Great
Debate] on the basis of her classroom observations
and interpretive reviews of the literature.”

If Chall’s conclusions defied her expectations, if
they have been proven only through subsequent
decades of hard empirical effort, then one cannot help
but wonder. How did she manage to figure them out?
The answer, I am convinced, derives no more from
Chall’s exceptional intelligence and discipline than
from her uncontainable intellectual honesty. In the last
chapter of The Great Debate, Chall wrote:

In presenting the conclusions of this study, and especially
the recommendations growing out of these conclusions, I
am keenly aware that I can never hope to escape from
the influence of my time.... It would be foolish to think
that I do not share in this human condition.... I hope T
have adequately stressed that the conclusions and recom-
mendations I present here hold for now—for the present
available evidence, for existing school conditions (as I see
them), and for the goals we seek now.?

Compare this voice to those who have so loudly and
brutally maligned her for her work. Then reconsider
the strength of this woman. How much easier her life
would have been had she given up or given in.

Now, more than 30 years later, our country is again
recognizing that its future depends on the education
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of its children. At the same time, for reasons of infor-
matjonal advances and demographic shifts, the educa-
tional disparities and inequities of our public school
system are more clearly quantified and more starkly
ghettoized than ever before. In her preface to The
Reading Crisis, Chall reflected:

It is common today, as in the past, to look elsewhere than
to educational research for an understanding of the liter-
acy problems of low-income children and for ways of
solving these problems. Currently, cultural and political
theories are offered as reasons for the low achievement of
poor children and for the lag between mainstream and at-
risk children. Although cultural and political explanations
may help us understand the broader picture, in the end
they must be translated, in practical terms, into what can
be done in schools and in homes. Such translations ought
to consider the historical findings of educational re-
search—that good teaching improves achievement and
ther?by can empower all children and especially those at
risk.

Indeed, thanks largely to Jeanne Chall, we now pos-
sess an overabundance of hard data that only
strengthen her conclusion: Provided that we apply the
lessons we have learned, there is no reason for any

healthy child in any classroom in our country to be left
behind in reading.

' Adams, M. J. (1990). Beginning to read: Thinking and learn-
ing about prini, p. 39. Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press.

* Adams, 1990, p. 49.

* Chall, J. S. (1967). Learning to read: The great debate, pp.
305-306. New York: McGraw-Hill.

* Chall, J. S., Jacobs, V. A., & Baldwin, L. E. (1990). The reading
crisis: Why poor children fall bebind. Cambridge, Mass.: Har-
vard University Press.

Tribute to
D Chall—
A Teacher

By NANCY RAE NEILL
Once, I explained to Dr. Chall that while I wrote
thousands of memos, letters, curriculum guides, and

Jeanne Chall’s Last Book

By E. D. HirscH, Jr.

The Academic Achievement
Challenge is 185 pages long. Writ-
ten in a clear, even-tempered style,
it can be read in one or two sit-
tings. It deserves to become as im-
portant to teachers as the best-sell-
ing anxiety-soother by Harry K.
Wong, The First Days of School.
Chall’s book is even more valuable
to teachers, because it tells us
what to do on the days that follow.

Chall’s book puts to rest—or
should—some age-old debates. Is
direct teaching more effective on
balance than indirect teaching? Is
small-group instruction better on
balance than whole-class instruc-
tion? Is there a difference between
what works for disadvantaged and
for advantaged children? Among
historians, who is right, those who
say that “progressive” child-cen-
tered education has taken over our
elementary schools or those who
deny that it ever really displaced
“traditional” teacher-centered edu-
cation? And no matter which
school of historical thought has
that answer right, which modes of
teaching are in fact best for reach-
ing all children?

In answering each of these
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questions, Jeanne Chall preserves
what one of my student-teach-
ers calls a “cool
head” She does

not assume that

the researchers

on either side of
these heated con-
troversies are fools
or knaves. But she
does recognize the
role that ideology
has played and con-
tinues to play in
these debates, and
she quotes a telling
passage from John
Dewey’s teacher, the
child-centered advo-
cate, G. Stanley Hall:
“The guardians of the
young should strive first
of all to keep out of na-
ture’s way.... They should feel pro-
foundly that childhood as it comes
fresh from the hands of God, is
not corrupt, but illustrates the sur-
vival of the most consummate
thing in the world” (1901). This
idea of education as promoting
natural growth, never pressing the
children before they are “ready,”
took various forms through the
century, ending in the stage the-

ory of Piaget. The
teacher is a hands-
off gardener who
does not get in na-
ture’s way. The
rival tradition sees
teachers as more
hands-on garden-
ers, like those in
Shakespeare’s
Richard Il who
“give support-
ance to the
bending
twigs,” and
“root
away/The
noisome
weeds
which with-
out profit
suck/The soil’s fertility
from wholesome flowers.” It’s an
old debate, which Chall labels
“student-centered” versus
“teacher-centered” education, and
the weight of evidence, Chall
shows, favors the more active,
Shakespearian sort of gardener—if
our aim is to educate all children.
That democratic aim lies at the
heart of Chall’s review of research
into methods of teaching. During
her lifetime of scholarship, she
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so on as a part of my job, I was not “a writer” She lis-
tened carefully, as she always did to everyone, and
then related that once she had said something similar
to Dr. Edgar Dale. He asked her if she could sit for long
periods of uninterrupted time and hold a pencil. To
her affirmative replies, he said, “Then you can write—
and I will help you” Because she helped me, I am writ-
ing this tribute.

I never told Dr. Chall that she was the greatest
teacher I ever had, and I don’t know that I could. I be-
lieve she knew at some level but would not have felt it
was a valuable allocation of time to talk about it. I do
know she believed being a teacher was the most im-
portant job. She delighted in telling how, when she be-
came a professor of education and director of the
Reading Laboratory at Harvard University, her mother
asked if she could still tell her friends that her daugh-
ter was a teacher. I remember, too, while visiting a
school during the height of the whole language move-
ment, how stunned and saddened Dr. Chall was when

Nancy Rae Neill is supervisor of curriculum and in-
struction for the Racine Unified School District,
Racine, Wis.

corrected by a teacher who preferred to be called a
“facilitator.”

In 1966, 1 read a draft copy of Dr. Chall’s Learning
to Read: The Great Debate. 1 was a graduate student
of the senior author of the major “look-say” basal of
the day. While he appeared ashen after reading her
book, it made sense to me. Many of the children who
came to the clinic at his university required systematic
phonic instruction in order to advance in learning to
read. Yet, even as she wrote about the importance of
phonics, Dr. Chall cautioned people not to overdo it,
or “we will be confronted in 10 or 20 years with an-
other bestseller: “Why Robert Can’t Read.” This is ex-
actly what happened!

Dr. Chall’s capacity for looking at all facets of a prob-
lem was remarkable. She tirelessly asked questions of
everything and everyone, including herself. By ques-
tioning her students, she forced us to focus, to analyze,
to synthesize, and to think for ourselves. She was so
great at enabling others that we frequently believed
we had done it all on our own.

Dr. Chall’'s power as a teacher drew not only from
her scholarship and experience, but from her rare abil-
ity to empathize with students, young and old. I recall a

produced a number of books and
reports focused on the problem of
reaching all children, including
those from educationally deprived
backgrounds. One of the hidden
passions behind all of her dispas-
sionate scholarship, including her
great book of 1967, Learning to
Read: The Great Debate, is her
earnest concern that while the
more romantic traditions of stu-
dent-centered teaching, such as
the “whole word” or “whole lan-
guage” approach, can succeed
with many middle-class students,
they do not succeed with those
who need instruction the most.
The reason for this disparity is
fundamental. Middle-class students
often have support systems out-
side of school that enable them to
progress even when instructional
time is not used effectively in
school. Disadvantaged students,
by contrast, need direct and effec-
tive teacher-centered methods, be-
cause they lack that outside sup-
port system, and cannot afford the
time-inefficiencies of “discovery”
modes of teaching. Discovery
methods do work with some stu-
dents, Chall concedes, even if not
efficiently. But she cites over-

whelming research that shows
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that implicit, student-centered
methods do not reach all students.
With some poignancy, she reports
that this fact has been known, and
widely ignored, for over a hundred
years.

In making a distinction between
student-centered and teacher-cen-
tered education, and in showing
that an ocean of research favors
teacher-centered methods, Chall
might seem to polarize the issue.
But that would be to read this
powerful little book with insuffi-
cient care. Research does support
some advantages in discovery, stu-
dent-centered methods of teach-
ing, when they are used judi-
ciously, and when all children in a
class have been primed to make
the desired discovery. In general,
explicit teacher-centered instruc-
tion needs to precede implicit dis-
covery instruction. The teacher
who asks students to discover
“Which time of year is hotter at
the equator, fall or summer?” is
well advised not to raise that inter-
esting question out of nowhere,
without having directly provided
to all the children enough relevant
knowledge to think productively
about the question.

That is just common sense, and

common sense has been Chall’s
hallmark. But common sense and
punctilious scholarship did not al-
ways shield Jeanne Chall against
ideological fervor. It did not pre-
vent her from being vilified as a
“phonicator” during the long-last-
ing reading wars, which have only
recently concluded with a vindica-
tion of her careful scholarship in
The Great Debate. Chall lived to
see that vindication, but died just
before this new book was pub-
lished. I hope that other teachers
will respond to it as my student-
teachers did. One of them said
that the story of the research into
student-centered teaching at the
Gary, Ind., public schools in the
early 1900s “blew her away.” 1
asked her why. “Well it seems like
we still keep doing and saying the
same things even after we find out
they don’t work.”

My student had understood.
Chall would have been pleased.

E.D. Hirsch, Jr. is University
Professor of Education and
Humanities at the University of
Virginia, autbor of The Schools
We Need and Why We Don’t Have
Them, and chairman of the Core
Knowledge Foundation.
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day when we were observing reading lessons from be-
hind large one-way mirrors in the Harvard Reading Lab.
One young adult student had advanced from a virtual
non-reader to the intermediate level. However, his halt-
ing “collaborative” reading with his tutor was almost
painful to observe, and his reading growth seemed to
have reached a plateau. The young man was slouched
down in his chair and struggling over the book that
was lying on the desk. The tutor sympathetically
waited for him to puzzle over every difficult word.
Jeanne shortly zipped out and asked if she could work
with him. She had him sit up straight and hold his own
book. Then she asked him to start reading with her
help, and she instantaneously provided any word he
missed. The student began to read faster and faster and,
soon, without Jeanne’s assistance. When Dr. Chall told
him that was fine and he could stop, he kept right on
reading to the end of the chapter. The student’s body
language was totally altered in a 10-minute period and,
from the smile on his face, it was clear that he now
knew he could read. Jeanne reinforced this with a few
positive comments and encouragement to take risks
and continue working to meet his goal. It was not long
before the young man reached his goal: to read and
comprehend a book that his father had written.

I also recall walking through the exhibit hall with
Dr. Chall at one of the International Reading Associa-
tion Conventions. At a booth selling a high-interest,
low-vocabulary series of textbooks, she noticed that
the series started out a few months below grade level
but, by sixth grade, began with stories that were listed
as two years below grade level. Dr. Chall asked the rep-
resentative why this was so. If children used the series,
and if it was successful, then why wouldn’t they
progress in achievement instead of losing ground? The
representative treated Dr. Chall as someone not too
bright and carefully explained that this was the correct
way for “slow” children to learn to read. (This disre-
garded all research evidence to the contrary as well as
Dr. Chall’s work on the importance of using challeng-
ing reading material in instruction.) The representative
compounded his errors by stating that the readabilities
were correct because the company used the Dale-
Chall Readability Formula to determine all the levels.
‘When Dr. Chall asked if this was true even at the first-
and second-grade level, he assured her that it was.
(Note: The Dale-Chall Readability Formula was devel-
oped for assessing materials at grades 4 and above.) Dr.
Chall asked a few more questions but never told the
representative her name. I love this story and would
have used it for many a laugh. However, I noticed that
Dr. Chall never told it to anyone nor used it in any pre-
sentation. In fact, in the volumes of writing that she
produced, and in the many presentations I listened to,
I never heard her make one comment that would per-
sonally hurt another individual. She wrote and spoke
as a professional, basing her comments on evidence,
observations, and personal experiences working di-
rectly with children and teachers.

Dr. Chall was my teacher, my mentor, and my
friend—as she was to each of us involved in learning
about reading. Even now when I read an interesting ar-
ticle in Education Week, the New York Times, Or
wherever, my hand automatically reaches for the
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phone to call Jeanne for her insight and comments. So
many of us will always miss her charismatic smile and
the ever-present twinkle in her eyes.

Jeanne Chall:
A Memory

By WILEY BLEVINS

A Beginning

I was 24, a new Harvard Graduate School of Educa-
tion student, and fortunate enough to be in Dr. Chall’s
class during her final year of full-time teaching. I'll
never forget that first day of her Reading, Schools, and
Social Policy class. She began the class by listing the
topics we would discuss throughout the semester.
After a few topics, a young woman sitting next to me
nodded her head knowingly in response to one of the
topics. “What do you think about this?” Dr. Chall in-
quired, pointing to the now stunned redhead. The stu-
dent squirmed slightly as she muttered her feelings
about the topic and what she thought should be done
in schools based on these feelings. Annoyed or
amused, I'm not sure which, Dr. Chall quickly inter-
rupted her, “What research do you have to base that
on?” she firmly asked. “None,” the girl answered
slightly embarrassed. The girl began to backpedal like
a tourist in a rowboat approaching the Niagara Falls.
Dr. Chall’s message was received. Whatever we said in
(or out of) class had to be supported by solid research.
We were never to make statements or decisions based
on feelings, unsubstantiated beliefs, or gut reactions to
situations. It was a lesson I never forgot.

An Ending

A year prior to Dr. Chall’s death, I returned to the
picturesque streets of Cambridge with a colleague of
mine to speak to a publishing class at the Harvard
Graduate School of Education. I was now an executive
editor at a large publishing house working on reading
textbooks for the primary grades. Before the publish-
ing class, a lunch was arranged with Dr. Chall.
Throughout the lunch, Dr. Chall spoke about her work
schedule (writing to noon each day), a book she was
sending to a publisher (her last), and several future
projects she was planning. I discussed with Dr. Chall
current issues in basal reading publishing, such as the
push to have controlled text in first grade with a much
higher decodability count. Dr. Chall’s research greatly
supports this notion as does my work. My concern
was over “how” controlled and/or decodable the text
should be. I couldn’t locate any research that provided
an optimum decodability number. I explained to Dr.
Chall that various educators and state policymakers
were beginning to set decodability minimums for this

Wiley Blevins is director of Primary at Scholastic.
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text. “On what research do they base that?” Dr. Chall
firmly inquired. “I haven’t seen this research!” The
tone and message were familiar. “What would you sug-
gest?” I cautiously queried. “I would have to conduct
research to find out,” she replied. Our conversation led
me to conduct the most important research of my ca-
reer—an attempt to answer this question. I owe much
of what I know and have done to Dr. Chall’s expertise
and guidance. The field of education is certainly lack-
ing without her brilliance. I thank her and will miss
her.

nn

Teacher
and Mentor

By LinpA K. RATH

At a celebration marking the 30th anniversary of
Sesame Street, Jeanne Chall sat in the front row. I ac-
companied her to this event, and she nudged and
whispered to me throughout. When Gerry Lesser
saluted her from the stage, thanking her for “insisting
that the alphabet have a starring role in the show;” she
leaned over and hissed, “What a battle that was. Self-
esteem, that’s all they wanted. I had to fight to make
them give kids knowledge and skills!” Elmo himself
came over to thank Jeanne at the dinner that followed.
“You helped me learn my ABCs,” he crooned.

Though Professor Jeanne Chall was a world-class
scholar, she was also a maven of TV. She watched talk
. shows, documentaries, music specials, and educa-

tional programs for children. She believed that televi-
sion could help accomplish her life’s mission: teaching
people, especially at-risk children, to read. She made a
point of watching every new kids’ show on the PBS
lineup, and she had strong—and sometimes surpris-
ing—opinions of them (e.g., Barney and Teletubbies
got a thumbs up).

Dr. Chall was on board to advise writers during the
Electric Company era, and she was eager to contribute
to the newest pro-literacy PBS series, Befween the
Lions.' She was one of the first to hear of the new
show, in fact, due to her long-time friendship with
Phyllis Cerf, former head of Beginner Books at Random
House. Between the Lions is the brainchild of Phyllis’s
son, Christopher, and several New York colleagues,
and they turned to Dr. Chall early on for ideas about
the curriculum content. |

Ever the tough critic and teacher, Jeanne was also a
diligent and thorough advisor. Each script was read
with the same care she always gave to the papers and
dissertations of her students. She’d mark her script
copies with “No!” and “Why here?” and sprays of sug-
gestions. She argued that children want to learn, so

Linda K. Rath is curriculum director for Between the
Lions. She was a research assistant and teaching fel-
low for Dr: Chall in the late 1980s.
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there’s no need to jazz things up to the level of parody
or burlesque. She would persistently prod and cajole
the writers to promote cultural literacy and deliver sys-
tematic phonics instruction. But she was always sup-
portive and had a good-humored touch at these impor-
tant advisory meetings. :

Jeanne saved her heavier-handed approach for our
private talks, when she would urge me to be forceful
and clear-sighted in my role as curriculum director. I
was nervous on the day I brought her to WGBH for a
screening of our first pilot episode, “The Fox and the
Crow.” I knew she’d notice every mistake, missed op-
portunity, and over-the-top enactment. But her eyes lit
up as she watched the opening story unfold. She did
let out a “tsk, tsk” every now and then, and she swat-
ted me playfully when she felt something was distract-
ing or unnecessary. We stopped the tape about 50
times, so she could explain her objections. Then, at
the end, she proclaimed, “I like it. It's much better
than Sesame Street! The family is really very charming.
They read books and play with words—it’s so upbeat
and literary! Now, here’s what you have to do to make
it better...” Two days later, she called to say that she
was very excited about the show and that we’d better
start thinking about a classroom curriculum to supple-
ment it. “When you start writing the materials and
teacher’s manual,” she said, “I'll be happy to help you
with it.” Regrettably, that was not to be.

The episode Jeanne critiqued that day is dedicated
to her, and her name appears on a logo at the end of
each show, along with the names of several departed
Sesame Street writers and Ted Geisel (Dr. Seuss). I
think she would have loved to know that she is to be
forever in the company of those smart, talented men
who shared her mission and looked to her for guid-
ance.

Jeanne would also have been happy to know that
when I read a script, I hear her voice questioning
every word and lesson. Is the vocabulary rich enough
here; is it too sophisticated there? I pull out Readabil-
ity Revisited? and check the word list. I use her argu-
ments in prodding writers to teach important skills
and promote cultural literacy. Wouldn’t she have loved
to see this notice in the paper the day after Between
the Lions premiered:

Which brings up the great reading debate—phonics or

whole word, you ask? No question, Befween the Lions is

foursquare behind phonics. Just listen to The Vowelles
tell about the short E sound (eh, eh, eh).?

! Between the Lions is a co-production of WGBH and Sirius
Thinking, Ltd. It is funded in part by a Read to Learn grant
from the United States Department of Education through the
Corporation for Public Broadcasting. Major support is also
provided by the Carnegie Corporation of New York, the Park
Foundation, The Arthur Vining Davis Foundations, the
Charles H. Revson Foundation, and the Institute for Civil So-
ciety. National corporate sponsorship is provided by Chee-
rios® and e-Toys®.

2Chall, J.S. & Dale E. (1995). Cambridge, Mass.: Brookline Books.

3 Jeanne Spreier, TV Week, The Dallas Morning News, April 2,
2000. O
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