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ity” is not some innate characteristic of American teachers; it is
the consequence of the training they have received and of the
vague, incoherent curriculums they are given to teach, both of
which result from an education school de-emphasis on specific,
cumulative content. No teacher, however capable, can efficiently
cope with the huge differences of academic preparation among
students in a typical American classroom—differences that grow
with each successive grade (Stevenson and Stigler 1992). (In
other nations, the differences between groups diminish over
time [Hirsch 1996].) Even the most brilliant and knowledgeable
teacher, faced with such wide variations in preparation, cannot
achieve as much as an ordinary teacher can in a more coherent
curricular system like those found in the nations that outperform
us.

The chief cause of our schools’ inefficiency is this curricular
incoherence (Hirsch 1996). At the beginning of the school year,
a teacher cannot be sure what the entering students know about
a subject because the students have experienced very different
topics in earlier grades, depending on the different preferences
of different teachers. Usually, the teacher must spend a great
deal of time at the beginning of each year in reviewing the pre-
paratory material that is needed for learning the next topic—
time that would not have to be so extensive (and so boring to
students who already have the needed knowledge) if the teacher
could have been sure that the incoming students had all gained
the necessary preparatory knowledge.?

Proposing to improve teacher quality without grasping the
relation between the low effectiveness of teachers and the ro-
mantic, formalistic ideas of the education world is to mistake an
effect (teachers’ inadequate subject matter knowledge) for an un-

2. Or else the teacher, not knowing that dinosaurs and firemen were taught
in the previous grade, teaches them again in the new grade—a different source
of inefficiency.
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derlying cause (the dominant education school ideas that cause
the knowledge to be withheld from them). It is true that many
American teachers are ill informed about the subjects they
teach, and it is true that this reduces their productivity in the
classroom. But this is not because they are inherently lazy or
incompetent. It is because of the anti-fact, how-to ideas that per-
meate their training. American education schools consider it
their job to provide teachers mainly with naturalistic and for-
malist ideologies. Subject matter knowledge in history, science,
literature, and the arts, (to the extent that it is considered nec-
essary at all) is an imprecisely defined area that education
schools assign (without guidance) to other departments of the
college or university (Clifford and Guthrie 1988; Ravitch 2000).
In short, the low productivity of our schools is chiefly caused by
bad theory rather than by teachers’ innate incompetence. We
will not improve teacher effectiveness until we change the un-
productive ideas that dominate teacher preparation and guar-
antee poor use of school time.

The Root Causes of Unproductive Time Use

Under the schools’ dominant ideas—that how-to knowledge is
more important than content, and that hands-on, discovery ex-
perience is more important than mere words—our schools are
bound to use time unproductively. In the teaching of reading,
the formalist, how-to approach wastes time because it pursues
a nonexistent will-o-the-wisp, namely, content-indifferent read-
ing skill. This formalist approach, because of its extremely high
opportunity costs, is inherently unproductive. Reading compre-
hension doesn’t consist in consciously performing formal oper-
ations on a text, such as guessing what the main idea is. While
it’s true that we must make guesses about what an utterance
means, we have all learned how to make such meaning-guesses
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Figure 8.3 Reading Achievement Grade 4 to Grade 6 (Stanford-9 Test)—
Core Knowledge School versus Control School.

scores in a Core Knowledge school compared with those of a
control school (Smith 2003). In that longitudinal study, the stu-
dents in the Core Knowledge school received the Core Knowl-
edge curriculum, a coherent, grade-by-grade curriculum de-
signed to provide the knowledge most useful for reading
comprehension. The students in the control school received the
standard how-to/hands-on curriculum that prevails in most
schools throughout the nation. In grades K-3, the test scores of
both groups of students were on a par. In fact, Core Knowledge
students were somewhat behind. But by grade six there was a
large differential effect favoring the Core Knowledge students,
both in equity and in reading achievement. Figure 8.3 shows the
achievement effect.

Some explanation of these patterns of deferred effects may
be found in the work of Joseph Torgesen and his colleagues, who
show that reading tests vary in their emphases as students ad-
vance through the elementary grades (Schatschneider et al.
2004). In the earliest grades, scores on standard reading tests
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depend mostly on mastering the mechanics of reading—on being
fluent and accurate in the decoding of words. Thus in the earliest
grades, scores on standard reading tests are relatively less de-
pendent on students’ world and word knowledge. Then with
each advancing grade, because of the changing nature of the
tests, the factors change that are most important for test scores.
In later grades, reading scores depend mostly on word and
world knowledge.? This means that even if parents and teachers
are doing everything they should to use time effectively in the
early grades, they can’t expect immediate, large, magic-bullet
improvements in reading comprehension in the first few grades.
But they are laying essential groundwork. The data show that
the improvements will show up later.

Here is one practical way in which a coherent curriculum
can achieve significant gains in children’s reading proficiency:
Everyone knows that proficient reading requires an adequate
vocabulary. Everyone also knows that children’s vocabularies
grow when they hear or read stories. But not everyone knows
how to answer the following question: What is the most effective
way to build vocabulary? Is it better to read a child a short text
of a different kind each day, or is it better to stay on a single
topic for a period that stretches over several days or weeks?
Some important research suggests that a child can learn words
much faster if the teacher sticks to the same topic for several
sessions. This is because word learning occurs much faster—up
to four times faster—when the verbal context is familiar (Lan-
duaer 1997).

3. If the very early tests had been designed to measure students’ oral com-
prehension of utterances, it is, however, likely that the most critical factors in
reading comprehension, both early and late (given adequate decoding skill),
would turn out to be students” word and world knowledge. This prediction is
supported by Sticht’s finding that early listening skill reliably predicts later read-
ing skill (Sticht et al. 1974).
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The aim of adequacy laws in the end is to ensure both ade-
quate educational quality and adequate fairness. Neither aim
can possibly be achieved without adequate productivity in the
use of school time. The only way to reach the long-desired ed-
ucational goal of high achievement with fairness to all students
is through a structure of schooling in which each grade builds
knowledge cumulatively (and without boring repetitions) on the
preceding grade. That structure has been lacking in the United
States since the 1940s. Until it is in place, no dollar figure can
produce educational adequacy.
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