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Chapter Seven

Are Suburban Schools
Closing the Reading Gap?

The Experiences of Montgomery
County in Maryland

In the late 1990s, a new leader, Dr. Jerry D. Weast, arrived at work in the
Maryland suburbs outside Washington, D.C. At the hiring ceremonies, he
announced that closing the achievement gap between the races was his top
priority. In this district, money was not going to be an obstacle. It was not
Baltimore, or Jersey City, or Newark, or Camden, jurisdictions that would
close in a week without state aid. Instead, in this county, money had never
severely limited the quality of the schools. With neighborhood after
neighborhood of half-million to million-dollar-plus houses, the tax base
was more than adequate. This county can generate much of what it needs
through local property taxes; state aid is important here but not the basis
of the school economy. With spending per pupil at close to $9,000, the
story of schools in Montgomery County should not be one of shortages.
(See figure 7.1 for spending data.)

Even with this funding, Weast faced some challenges. Enrollment was
growing rapidly as farmland in the northern sections of the county turned
into townhouses, condominiums, and single-family houses. Portables
were being added to older schools. Some high schools received large ad-
ditions, moving their total size well over two thousand. New schools were
being built. And enrollment was changing. Once an almost all-white dis-
trict, now it was less than half white—with large enrollments of Asian,
Latino, and Afro-American students (see figure 7.2).

Weast’s investments are clear. A recent report outlines where the new
superintendent decided to take this suburban school system. Closing the
achievement gap was the core goal.

75

o



03-098 Ch 07 4/8/03 4:47 PM Page 76 $

39,000

38,500

$8,000

37,500

37,000

$6,500

36,000
1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002
Figure 7.1.  Cost-per-pupil amounts in Montgomery County Public Schools (Maryland),

fiscal years 1992-2002.
Source: Citizens Budget, 2002, Maryland County Public Schools.
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Figure 7.2. Montgomery County Public Schools, enrollment by race/ethnic group,

1968-2000.
Source: Citizens Budget, fiscal year 2002, Maryland County Public Schools
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In 1999, the Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS) began to make
fundamental reforms in the way the school system works. The goal is to
raise the bar of expectations for all students and to close the achievement
gap between groups. The Board of Education adopted a set of five aca-
demic priorities to which it committed itself and the entire school system
for at least four years. These priorities are directed at providing a high-
quality teacher in every classroom, and giving teachers the tools and sup-
port they need to raise the standards of academic performance . . . the goal
is to raise the bar of expectations for all students and to close the achieve-
ment gap between groups.

This new plan—known as “A Call to Action” —emphasized improv-
ing the early literacy experiences of children. Kindergarten teachers re-
ceived new training. Full-day kindergarten became available in more
schools, and during this day a ninety-minute block of time was now de-
voted to literacy.!

Just as the new superintendent was investing millions of dollars in K—2
education at the local level, the state was making changes that could also
influence literacy. No longer were local standards enough. Now each stu-
dent has to pass state tests in subject areas.

The state has already created tests on a number of subjects, said Susan
Spencer, an instructional specialist with the MCPS. “In the first phase, the
state created tests in biology, algebra, government, geometry and English.
Additional tests will be added in other subjects in phases 2 and 3. Even-
tually students will need to pass these tests in order to graduate.”

So a teacher needs to look at the state content indicators, which could
be described as the topics to be covered on the test, to know what the kids
need to pass the state tests, she explained. “If I look at content indicators
for a test in government, I know what the students will need for success
on the high school assessment in government. If my students know those
standards, that content, then I can enrich the curriculum.”

Spencer said that the time required to cover the topics in the state cur-
riculum does influence the local high schools. “Time is an issue when you
have numerous tests and all the obligations to fulfill in the curriculum.”
She recommends the use of biographies and social histories if time allows.

Wonderful books are available to supplement textbooks, she added.
Two books that she would highly recommend are Tom Brokaw’s book
about World War IlI, The Great War, and Doris Kearns Goodwin’s social
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history of life in Long Island, Wait Till Next Year. “Doris Kearns Good-
win’s social history would be wonderful book for kids to read. She’s is a
delight to read,” Spencer said. “Biographies are also highly engaging and
a way to turn kids on to history.”

But are these books available? Spencer said she was not close enough
to the high schools to know which schools were assigning reading beyond
the textbook. Fortunately, homework assignments are now in on line data-
bases available to the public.

As the sample in table 7.1 indicates, textbooks seem to be the major
source of reading in high school social studies classes in the system, and
the reading assignments seem to be very short—when reading had been
assigned, which was not every night or even every weekend.

Imagine if the students doing these reading assignments were African
American or Latino? Is this undemanding schedule of reading assign-
ments going to help close the reading gap between the races in Mont-
gomery County?

Ty Healey, the resource teacher (department chair) for social studies,
said that this snapshot approach may not accurately capture the amount of
reading done in biographies, trade books, and other materials since assign-
ments in the online database only cover two weeks, so a biography as-
signed in March will not show up in the database in May. His information
about the database is only correct at first glance; while the default view of
the database only covers two weeks, a user can set the database to retrieve
up to six months of homework assignments. An analysis of over forty
homework assignments in social studies in county high schools in May
2002 did not show a single reference to a biography, autobiography, or
trade book. In addition to short textbook reading assignments, teachers
were asking students to complete time lines, to critique online PowerPoint
slide shows, to analyze short excerpts from primary sources that they had
posted online, and to complete a variety of other assignments.

Fortunately, another indicator may show the level of investment in read-
ing in high school social studies. Healey was willing to provide informa-
tion about the books he had been able to order for his staff of fourteen other
social studies teachers and himself. The business manager of his high
school explains there are obstacles to even for a department chair such as
Healey in providing teenagers in Montgomery County with more reading
experiences.
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A teacher in a local high school cannot simply fill out a form, hand it
to the business manager, and then a have a class set of 150 biographies
of Walking with the Wind, John Lewis’s memoir of the civil rights move-
ment, available for his or her American history course in the fall. In-
stead, this teacher must compete against the textbook needs of the entire
school. This teacher has no direct ability to order supplementary reading
materials that might provide more practice in reading and thus develop
more fluent readers.

Will these supplementary materials arrive? Will the budget process pro-
vide secondary school teachers with a large number of books for students
to read during the school year?

Tom Stup, the business manager at Walter Johnson, Healey’s high
school in Montgomery County, explains the process. “All the resource
teachers [chairs of the larger departments] and department chairs who run
the smaller departments are informed that an allocation of x dollars has
been received from the county for textbooks. They then prepare a justifi-
cation document for textbooks indicating their textbook requirements for
the following year. And in the document they indicate all their reasons
such as replacing old dated textbooks or a curriculum change that requires
new textbooks.

“Then the document goes to the Budget Committee, an internal com-
mittee consisting of the principal, the business manager, two resource
teachers, one department chair, and one or two students. The Budget
Committee reviews requests and determines the school’s budget for the
year. All of the allocations are released to the school so that everyone can
see what everyone is getting.”

At this high school in an affluent section of the county, the budget
process provided little but textbooks for students to read in the three re-
quired social studies classes. Healey provided the numbers for purchases
of textbooks and supplementary reading for the current year (see table 7.2).

As table 7.2 indicates, the records of book purchases by Healey’s de-
partment show few orders for anything but textbooks. Collectively his
staff of fifteen was only able order two books in addition to textbooks
among all of them in one year. Healey explained his department began the
year with just the new textbooks. He said the new textbooks were avail-
able at the beginning of the year, while the money for the two supple-
mentary books, Thirteen Days and Savage Inequalities, did not appear un-
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Table 7.2. Social Studies Department Book Purchases School Year 2001-2002, Walter
Johnson High School, Montgomery County Maryland Public Schools

Class Quantity Title
American History 70 Textbook: The Americans-Reconstruction though
the 20th Century (McDougal Littell)
American History 84 Tradebook: Thirteen Days
or Government (W.W. Norton & Company)
American History 60 Tradebook: Savage Inequalities (Harper Perennial)
or Government
World History 72 Textbook: World History: Patterns of Interaction
(McDougal Littell)
National, State, and 40 Textbook: West’s American Government
Local Government (Glencoe McGraw-Hill)
(NSL)
AP Sociology 35 Textbook: Sociology and You
(Glencoe McGraw-Hill)
AP U.S. History 25 Textbook: The Unfinished Nation
(Glencoe McGraw-Hill)
AP World History 72 Textbook: The Human Record (Houghton-Mifflin)
AP World History 152 Textbook: The Earth and Its People
(Houghton-Mifflin)
AP Psychology 160 Textbook: Psychology: Myers in Modules
(Von Holtzbrinck Publishing Service)
Honors American 65 Textbook: American Government
Government (Houghton-Mifflin)

(APEX Program)

Source: Ty Healey, social studies Department, Walter Johnson High School

til midyear when the business manager announced that there was money
available for additional books. Healey also explained that his department
had some additional titles to supplement textbooks. “Examples I can think
of right now include Why We Can’t Wait, Nectar in a Sieve, Animal Farm,
Black Like Me,” he said.

Not surprisingly, the homework assignments available at this high
school depend heavily on textbooks. “In this department, most people use
the textbook to provide a lot of background and supplement it with news-
paper articles,” Healey said. A sample of homework assignments supports
Healey’s conclusion: very short reading assignments in textbooks with oc-
casional assignments of newspaper articles.

This strategy on relying on short textbook assignments, teacher-con-
structed worksheets, and so on, may not be challenged in Healey’s
school. After all, students there graduate with SAT scores at the top of the
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county —far above the Maryland and national averages. But can this stan-
dard curriculum, with its modest reading assignments year after year
from sixth through twelfth grade, help close the reading gap between the
races in the county’s high schools, where achievement is much lower?
The gap in SAT verbal scores is over 100 points, and it is not closing.? In
fact, in high schools in the eastern part of the county, which are heavily
Afro-American and Latino, SAT scores are declining.

VIEWS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

What should Superintendent Jerry D. Weast be doing to close this achieve-
ment gap?

One voice argues that Weast may not be running one but three separate
school systems. This situation may complicate his planning. According to
Brigid Schulte of the Washington Post, “In recent years, the ‘world-class’
Montgomery County school system has evolved into three distinct sys-
tems, school officials say: the elite, high-performing school district that
rivals any private school, an above-average suburban district, and an ‘ur-
ban fringe’ system with many of the same problems of high poverty and
low performance that plague urban schools.”

Schulte goes on to describe the plan for a new network of smaller high
schools in the “urban fringe” area. “The consortium plan for Montgomery
Blair, Albert Einstein, John F. Kennedy and Wheaton high schools, and
for Northwood High when it reopens in 2004, centers on four principles:
make these massive schools, which range from 1,300 to 3,000 students,
smaller and more personal; get great teachers and principals; offer an en-
gaging curriculum; and raise expectations.”

“Research shows it works everyplace else,” Superintendent Jerry
D. Weast said. “It should work here.”

The plan for improvement in the five low-performing high schools are
detailed. According to Walter Gibson, the director of the Downcounty
Consortium, “To reverse course, the first thing these large schools are
doing is attempting to become smaller and more personal, so fewer stu-
dents fall through the cracks. They have a $1.95 million grant from the
federal government and $1.4 million from the county to help them get
started.
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“Each school has created a ninth-grade academy. When classes start next
week, freshmen will be divided into teams of one hundred students and
taught by a core of teachers whose job it will be to get to know each of them
intimately. Already, administrators at each school have combed through
data on each student, including test scores going back to fourth grade, to de-
termine what each one needs. High performers are to be pushed. Calls have
been made through the summer to students who were not recommended for
honors but show promise, to get them into these high-level classes.

“Students who lack basic skills—25 percent of the freshmen entering
Wheaton and Einstein read at the sixth-grade level or below —are being as-
signed double-period algebra and intensive literacy classes,” Gibson con-
tinued. “Most freshmen will take a new class called ‘Connections,” which
is designed to teach them study skills and time management, and help them
see how school ultimately helps them to the career they want.

“For the upper grades, each school is also creating ‘smaller learning
communities,” or schools within the schools, to appeal to a variety of stu-
dent interests.

“The idea of the special programs is to draw out students’ passions and
set them on fire. Or at least to keep them in school. We want to give kids
a reason to stay in school and persist,” said Gibson.

But much is missing is this Downcounty Consortium plan.

1. Waiting until high school to intervene is not a best practice. If one
believes the research that reading is developmental and that only practice,
practice, and practice builds reading skills, then why wait until high
school for double periods of literacy, as the Downcounty Consortium Plan
intends to do? If the goal is to build the habit of reading in all youngsters,
why don’t the superintendent and his leadership team begin demanding
monthly reports from elementary and middle school teachers about the
reading and writing assignments in their classrooms? There are simply no
debates in the research about the need to practice reading in order to build
fluency. No one is arguing in the Reading Teacher, Reading Research
Quarterly, or the psychology journals that there are other paths to fluency.
If practice is the only path, why wait until ninth grade for an emphasis on
literacy? Won’t all the children of the county schools be better served by
an emphasis on building the habit of reading much earlier?

2. Montgomery’s County’s underspending on books is not a best
practice. Of course, for more books to appear in classrooms, the county
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cannot continue with the situation at Walter Johnson High School, de-
scribed earlier in this chapter, where an entire social studies faculty was
able to acquire copies of only two trade books for supplementary read-
ing for an entire academic year. Unfortunately, this situation —the same
lack of funds that shaped buying books at Walter Johnson—is common
practice throughout the system. Both middle schools and high schools
are spending less than $50 per year per teenager on books—an amount
not even sufficient to replace textbooks on a six-year cycle much less
buy large numbers of biographies and trade books to build the habit of
reading. Montgomery County must spend much more on books in the
middle school years and make teachers more visible guides to reading,
and more accountable for the amount of reading accomplished, in order
to prepare teenagers for success in high school. The changes at the mid-
dle school level that are being implemented may be too little, too later.
(See tables 7.3 and 7.4 for spending on books in Montgomery County’s
secondary schools.)

3. Keeping teachers away from decisions about books is not a best
practice. Teachers have many roles in school systems from checking at-
tendance to planning the daily lecture or class discussion, but their role
in developing literacy is often not officially prescribed. Maybe it should
be. Maybe the importance of teachers as guides to literacy should re-
ceive official recognition, since in the bureaucratic school systems
where they work, if a function is not embedded in the school regula-
tions, it isn’t important.

Some researchers feel that unless the poor can find guides and sponsors
to literacy, little will change. The well-to-do will continue be become lit-
erate without too much difficulty, and the poor will find the path to liter-
acy filled with so many obstacles that success is uncertain.

Deborah Brandt is one of these researchers. She argues that to track lit-
eracy, one must move “beyond SES shorthand” and look at how individ-
ual have encouraged each other to read throughout the past.* She suggests
that developing literacy may be more complex than just handing out sur-
vey textbooks once at the beginning of a semester. A teacher’s enthusiasm
for a new book may matter. A teacher’s willingness to recommend what
comes next for a student may matter, what are the next books to read, who
are the next teachers in the school who can help with writing skills. Brandt
writes that
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intuitively, sponsors seemed a fitting term for the figures who turned up
most typically in people’s memories of literacy learning: older relatives,
teachers, priests, supervisors, military officers, editors, influential authors.
Sponsors, as we ordinarily think of them, are powerful figures who bankroll
events or smooth the way for initiates. Usually richer, more knowledgeable,
and more entrenched than the sponsored, sponsors nevertheless enter a re-
ciprocal relationship with those they underwrite. They lend their resources
or credibility to the sponsored but also stand to gain benefits from their suc-
cess, whether by direct repayment or, indirectly, by credit of association.
Sponsors also proved an appealing term in my analysis because of all the
commercial references that appeared in these twentieth-century accounts —
the magazines, peddled encyclopedias, essay contests, radio and television
programs, toys, fan clubs, writing tools, and so on, from which so much ex-
perience with literacy was derived. As the twentieth century turned the abil-
ities to read and write into widely exploitable resources, commercial spon-
sorship abounded.

Brandt also states that “unequal conditions of literacy sponsorship . . .
lie behind differential outcomes in academic performance.” She argues
that what is seen as a failure of values in low-caste racial groups—a fail-
ure to care about literacy —may in fact be a failure of access to literacy.
(Do school systems such as Montgomery realize that parents of the poor
may not be able to hand their teenagers cash for a trip to the local Barnes
and Noble or Borders? If they did realize that some households can do far
more than others to encourage literacy, would they not be much more con-
scious of how teachers are handling the responsibilities of developing lit-
eracy?) She writes:

A focus on sponsorship can force a more explicit and substantive link be-
tween literacy learning and systems of opportunity and access. A statistical
correlation between high literacy achievement and high socioeconomic,
majority-race status routinely shows up in results of national tests of reading
and writing performance. These findings capture yet, in their shorthand way,
obscure the unequal conditions of literacy sponsorship that lie behind differ-
ential outcomes in academic performance. Throughout their lives, affluent
people from high-caste racial groups have multiple and redundant contacts
with powerful literacy sponsors as a routine part of their economic and polit-
ical privileges. Poor people and those from low-caste racial groups have less
consistent, less politically secured access to literacy sponsors—especially to
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the ones that can grease their way to academic and economic success. Dif-
ferences in performances are often attributed to family background (namely
education and income of parents) or to particular norms and values operating
within different ethnic groups or social classes. But in either case, much more
is usually at work.

If you believe even part of Brandt’s analysis that contact with a teacher
or another figure with access to materials or information about literacy
matters to teenagers, then a school system needs to move far beyond data
such as SAT scores to measure the intellectual lives of teenagers. It needs
to look closely at the volume and quality of reading and writing assign-
ments—not just in English classes but also in social studies classes.

4. Limiting book-length reading assignments to English classes is not a
best practice. Research tells us the reading is a developmental process de-
pending on practice at every age. When I examined the assignments in En-
glish classes in the county’s homework database (mentioned earlier in this
chapter), much more reading was being assigned in English classes than in
social studies. Informal interviews with current county high school students
confirmed this. Social studies seems to be the area where little reading and
writing are being accomplished. Since the content of social studies classes
is closely tied to state curriculum objectives that cover content rather than
the development of literacy, school leaders face choices.

Parents seeking evidence of the state’s neglect of literacy in social stud-
ies classes should turn to the state education department’s own docu-
ments. In almost forty pages of curriculum goals for government, U.S.
history, and world history, not a single book or writing assignment is men-
tioned.® Montgomery County warned its teachers in 2000 that the new
state objectives were now to shape local curricula. “In the following pages
you will find the first attempt at directly creating Montgomery County
Public Schools high school social studies curriculum out of the standards
assessed by the state.”

As we’ll see in the next chapter, one alternative is to connect each era
of history with a long list of reading. Should the leadership in the county
school system give parents the choice: a long list of readings that will take
time and may lead to some complaints from teenagers (e.g., “It’s too much
work,” “It’s too hard”) or business as usual, very modest assignments
from one textbook for the entire year?
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6. Keeping information about books from parents is not a best practice.
Parents may need to ask more questions of the Montgomery County Public
Schools if they want to see teachers become effective sponsors of literacy
in secondary schools. The county school system needs to prepare parents for
encounter with teachers at “Back to School” nights and on informal occa-
sions. Parents need to ask questions that will elicit the necessary informa-
tion about the development of literacy from the teachers they meet:

* How many books do you plan to assign for my son or daughter to read
this year in history and English classes?

* What are the titles? Do they include writers published in the last twenty
years? Will the system keep assigning Thorton Wilder and Our Town for
another fifty years, or will Toni Morrison and The Bluest Eye eventually
become an acceptable assignment?

* Are these readings to be solitary, individual activities for book reports,
or will the whole class read and discuss and then write about Dead Man
Walking by Sister Helen Prejean and other books on topics that help de-
fine a nation?

e When will teachers in county schools have the authority to order books,
to build syllabi around biographies and trade books, and to make these
syllabi visible to parents before a semester starts rather than using the one
book fits all method recommended by the state education department?

* When will parents and their teenagers be able to choose among English
and social studies courses based on their publicized reading lists (as is
done in the private school described in chapter 12)?

So far, the leadership team in at Board of Education headquarters in
Montgomery County has stayed cautious. They have not touched the cur-
riculum in the county’s secondary schools in social studies or English—a
curriculum now controlled by state curriculum objectives. They have not
considered giving more authority to the teachers in classrooms to select
materials. And, not surprisingly, little has changed. Until teachers have the
authority to order several books, it is difficult to see how teenagers are go-
ing to have a large number of books to read. For the first four years of his
administration, the new superintendent has not seen in improvements in
the achievement gap in county schools. Can he really believe that im-
provements in early childhood education and the new plans for a Down-
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county Consortium of at-risk schools will be enough to close the achieve-
ment gap?

So far, the leadership in Montgomery County —despite the area’s wealth
and political clout in the state capital —has operated in exactly the same
manner as Schools Chancellor Crew in New York City in the late 1990s:
many initiatives in the early childhood education, and neglect of reading
after grade 5 when secondary school starts. This approach will not work.

Fortunately, alternatives exist, as we will see in the next chapter.
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