March 2004 | Volume 61 | Number 6 | Pages 82-85

    Are libraries destined for extinction? Are they dinosaurs whose 

time has 

finally come? In their research funded by a grant from the William Penn 

Foundation to transform urban libraries in Philadelphia, the authors 

refute this 

notion. They conclude that libraries can have a transformative effect, 

particularly on low-income, minority families living in urban 

communities. Whereas 

libraries serving low-income communities have dramatically lower 

circulation counts 

than middle-income libraries, in-building use is approximately the 

same, with 

equal numbers of children spending approximately an equal amount of 

time 

reading. The authors show that children in lower-income neighborhoods, 

however, 

are more likely than their middle-class counterparts to read below 

grade level 

and that technology in libraries actually widens the literacy divide 

between 

the two groups by providing greater access to challenging material for 

those who 

can handle it. Excellent librarians, according to the authors, can help 

close 

this gap.
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False Claims About Literacy Development

Stephen Krashen

    The National Reading Panel report issued in 2000 includes four 

claims: 

(1) phonemic awareness training significantly improves children's 

reading 

ability; (2) systematic phonics instruction is more effective than less 

systematic 

phonics instruction; (3) skills-based approaches are superior to whole 

language 

approaches; and (4) there is no clear evidence that encouraging 

children to 

read more in school improves reading achievement. The author challenges 

each 

claim, presenting counterevidence from other studies and citing flaws 

in the NRP 

report, such as reliance on small-scale studies, unsophisticated 

analysis 

techniques, and misinterpretation of data. Because the NRP claims have 

become 

"the law of the land," the suggestion that they are false has 

"staggering" 

implications. At a minimum, the author concludes, the NRP claims should 

be 

considered hypotheses, not axioms.
