
Rebecca Barr, 65, was a Professor of Education at National-Louis University and a researcher and author 
on reading development who helped create the literacy assessment procedure used by public kindergarten 
and first-grade teachers throughout Illinois. 

 
Born in Albert Lea, Minn., Ms. Barr earned her B.A. in psychology (1960) from Monmouth College in 
Monmouth, IL.  After graduating she taught for one year each in the Chicago and Kalamazoo Public 
Schools.  She then completed an M.A. (1961) and a Ph.D. (1968) at the University of Chicago in 
educational psychology and reading.  From 1966-68, she was an Assistant Professor at the University of 
British Columbia and then was appointed to the University of Chicago in 1968, where she became Director 
of the Reading Clinic in the Department of Education and began her long-term research agenda in reading 
and classroom instruction.  She married Robert Dreeben, a sociologist of education at the University of 
Chicago, in 1970.   

She joined National-Louis University in 1982 as Professor of Education where under her leadership the 
university began four doctoral programs.  She earned a reputation as an excellent teacher and mentor to 
doctoral students and researchers in the field of reading. She was Dean of the College of Education at 
National-Louis (1989-90) and was President of the National Reading Conference (1992-93).  During her 
career she served on many panels and review boards for the federal government and was Senior Program 
Officer at The Spencer Foundation (1992-99).   

Elected to the International Reading Association's Hall of Fame in 1995, Ms. Barr conducted research for 
more than 30 years on classroom organization and the teaching of reading. She wrote or co-wrote more 
than 50 articles, chapters, and reviews for a number of scholarly journals and essay collections; co-authored 
three books on schooling and reading diagnosis; edited one on school policy; and co-edited the Handbook 
of Reading Research. 

Ms. Barr’s major contribution was to understand reading not only as a matter of psychological process and 
individual learning, but also as a phenomenon that included the properties of curriculum; the nature of 
school district, school, and classroom organization; and the instructional activities of teachers.  She took all 
these considerations into account in her conceptual formulations and empirical work.  Unlike many 
psychologists who ignore the properties and workings of schools, and many sociologists, preoccupied just 
with between-school differences while ignoring the significant variation in student characteristics and 
instructional practice that occur within schools, she demonstrated the impact on learning to read of both. 

Ms. Barr devoted much of her time over the years to the Chicago Board of Education, working with its 
teachers to improve students' reading. Ms. Barr also was a leading researcher in the development several 
years ago of the Illinois Snapshot of Early Literacy that was funded through the Illinois State Board of 
Education and is used by kindergarten and first-grade teachers to assess their students' reading abilities. 

As a university professor, Rebecca Barr was noted not only for her scholarship and teaching but for her 
mentoring of colleagues and students and work in international projects.  These are part of the great legacy 
she leaves.	
	


