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A DRIVING QUESTION
If the greatest challenge historically 
faced by North American educators 
is serving all children equitably, 
how can a single approach to 
teaching reading be the solution for 
children from a vast range of 
cultural, linguistic, socioeconomic, 
and experiential backgrounds?



EQUALITY VERSUS EQUITY

Equality means everyone is treated the same exact way, 
regardless of a person's needs or other individual 
differences

Equity, means everyone is provided with resources specific 
to their needs to be successful. 



EQUALITY VERSUS EQUITY



EQUALITY VERSUS EQUITY

Equality means everyone is treated the same exact way, regardless of a person's 
needs or other individual differences

Science of Reading – All children need the same thing: structured literacy, heavy 
doses of phonics, and a scripted curriculum 

Equity, means everyone is provided with resources specific to their needs to be 
successful. 

Child-Centered Approaches – Children have unique needs and need responsive 
instructional approaches; student-centered instruction draws on careful 
observation and analysis of children’s reading behaviors.



Recognizing that scientific investigations surrounding reading are 
vast and multidimensional, I challenge descriptions of the Science 
of Reading that entail exaggerated, misleading, and at worse false 
statements promoted in the media by a small group of scholars, 
educational activists, publishers, and journalists. These policies, 
practices and claim are dangerous because they deny the diversity 
of children served in US classrooms.  This diversity entails race, 
social class, neurodivergence, ability, past experiences, and 
culture as well as a vast range of other considerations. 



And. . . they are dangerous 
because they impact 

educational policy limiting 
how teachers can respond 

to individual children, 
which is particularly 

problematic for children 
who have been historically 

underserved by the 
mainstream American 

education system. 



EIGHT CHILDREN

…who are all 
different and 
represent a vast 
range of human 
differences. 



EIGHT CHILDREN

The particular 
children that I 
speak about 

today are NOT 
real, but they 

really are in our 
schools and 

classrooms. . .



DIFFERENCES RELEVANT TO READING

• Developmental Differences

• Socioeconomic Differences

• Racial Differences


• Linguistic Differences

• Cultural Differences

• Physical Differences


• Neurological Differences

• Human Differences



OUR PROTOTYPICAL CHILDREN

• Developmental Differences

• Socioeconomic Differences

• Racial Differences


• Linguistic Differences

• Cultural Differences

• Physical Differences


• Neurological Differences

• Human Differences



EXPLORING DIMENSIONS OF 
DIFFERENCE AND READING

• For each dimension of difference, I will introduce a 
student.  


• Briefly discuss research that documents how this 
difference affects learning to read


• Provide a classroom-based example



DEVELOPMENTAL DIFFERENCES 

Cindy’s Self -Portrait



DEVELOPMENTAL DIFFERENCES 



DEVELOPMENTAL DIFFERENCES 



DEVELOPMENTAL DIFFERENCES 

“’Developmental variation’ refers to the natural range of differences in 
how individuals develop across various aspects of their lives, including 
physical, cognitive, and social abilities, essentially signifying that not 
everyone develops at the same pace or in the same way, and this is 
considered a normal part of the human condition; it encompasses the 
idea that diverse developmental trajectories are inherent to human 
development and should not be automatically viewed as a disorder 
unless significant functional impairments are present.”
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RACIAL DIFFERENCES

Keisha’s Self Portrait



RACIAL DIFFERENCES
Keisha’s Name Poem


	 Kindness

	 Energy

	 I am enough

	 Smart and sassy

	 Happy 

	 Almost always.



RACIAL DIFFERENCES



RACIAL DIFFERENCES

“…who builds this scientific evidence (i.e., the science of 
reading), and how might that evidence be enhanced by a more 
racially diverse cadre of researchers? What science is missed, 
ignored, overlooked, underexplored, misinterpreted, 
overgeneralized, and under-nuanced about reading when 
knowledge construction is not diverse and representative of the 
varied racial identities of students under study?” (Milner, 2020, 
p. S250)



SOCIOECONOMIC DIFFERENCES 

Gabby’s Self -Portrait



SOCIOECONOMIC DIFFERENCES 



SOCIOECONOMIC DIFFERENCES 



SOCIOECONOMIC DIFFERENCES 

“…problems arise when we ignore the social processes of 
(con)textual tying [how context affects children] and we 
take our traditional ways of thinking about literacy – the 
rigid hierarchies and taxonomies and predetermined sets 
of skills that we create – and place them in classrooms for 
children to learn.” (Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988, p. 201) 



LINGUISTIC DIFFERENCES 

Carlos’ Self-Portrait



LINGUISTIC DIFFERENCES

During morning meeting, Carlos’ 
teacher invited the students to 
consider the following idiom in 
English – “you can't put lipstick 
on a pig” noting that it means that 
it meant that some things are just 
not attractive.  

She compared this to an idiom in 
Spanish – “Even if the monkey 
dresses in silk, she's still a 
monkey” - noting its similar 
meaning.

Do you know 
a word like 

that in 
Spanish?

What is the meaning of 
that word in Spanish?  In 

English? Are they the 
same?

Does that 
sound right 
in English?

What sound 
does “j” 
make in 

Spanish? In 
English?

What is 
another way to 

say that?



LINGUISTIC DIFFERENCES



LINGUISTIC DIFFERENCES

Noguerón-Liu (2020) challenged the effectiveness of SoR for bilingual and 
multilingual children. By documenting the miscues and retellings of 
bilingual children, she described the translanguaging activities of bilingual 
children, describing their language approximations as agental, intelligent, 
and creative. She highlighted the abilities of bilingual/biliterate children as 
they learned to negotiate different ways of marking verb tense and making 
meaning across languages. As she noted, few studies referenced by SoR 
advocates involve emergent bilingual children or attend to the unique 
demands of learning to read in a new/additional language 



LINGUISTIC DIFFERENCES
David Share (2021) worried that the Science of Reading was only a science of reading in 
English. As he noted:


“. . .the field cannot indiscriminately generalize theories and findings to other 
languages and writing systems. Current frameworks for conceptualizing the 
challenges of learning to read across languages and orthographies (e.g., orthographic 
depth, psycholinguistic grain size theory) provide valuable insights into only one 
essential facet of a complex, multifaceted mosaic. Consideration of the complete 
picture of the world’s writing systems reveals multiple dimensions of orthographic 
complexity, each liable to create obstacles for students learning to read and write. 
Furthermore, each of these dimensions has direct implications for practical issues 
such as assessment, diagnosis of difficulties, instruction, and intervention.” (p. 
S398).



CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

Adam’s Self-Portrait



CULTURAL DIFFERENCES



CULTURAL DIFFERENCES



CULTURAL DIFFERENCES

“There is wide recognition of sociocultural theory as a relevance-
based framework for teaching and learning. This assertion holds for 
socioculturally-based approaches to reading education for all 
students, and especially those from culturally and linguistically 
minoritized groups. Culturally and linguistically diverse students 
will continue having difficulties developing and demonstrating their 
reading competencies, including on standardized curricula and 
assessments that fail to account for sociocultural differences.” (p. 
341)



PHYSICAL DIFFERENCES 

Lana’s Self-Portrait



PHYSICAL DIFFERENCES 

DHH 
children 

with 
syntactic 

impairment

DHH 
children 

with 
intact 
syntax

Hearing 
control 
group

Self-Correction Rates



PHYSICAL DIFFERENCES 

“You not wunted to the mouse awful stink bought real hate 
wouldn’t people afraid in people scream in have mouse tail long. 
What number size Hate black white gray. My brother touch mouse 
foot real kill shoes mouse die traps. Fear mouse many 1, 2, 3, 4. 
baid Kill wall.”

From: Trezek (2015)



PHYSICAL DIFFERENCES 

“You not wunted to the mouse awful stink bought real hate 
wouldn’t people afraid in people scream in have mouse tail long. 
What number size Hate black white gray. My brother touch mouse 
foot real kill shoes mouse die traps. Fear mouse many 1, 2, 3, 4. 
baid Kill wall.”

• Generally accurate spelling

• Inconsistent use of articles (e.g., the, a, an)


• Confuses “in” and “and”

Few pronouns or named subjects


Word order is not always consistent with English



PHYSICAL DIFFERENCES 



PHYSICAL DIFFERENCES 



PHYSICAL DIFFERENCES 
As Gabriel (2024) noted, “There is no single right way [to teach 
deaf and hard-of-hearing children], and those approaches that 
privilege or retrofit sound-focused pathways may not just be 
irrelevant but harmful to deaf learners” (p. 556).


What might we as reading scholars and educators learn about 
reading when we understand and appreciate how deaf children 
learn to read and write?



PHYSICAL DIFFERENCES 

Coordination (e.g., holding books, using manipulatives, 
negotiating directionality, establishing left to right eye 
movement, tracking words with their finger)


Mobility (e.g., moving around the classroom, sitting on the rug, 
handling with text, negotiating technology)


Eyesight (e.g., seeing text, tracking text, reading online, lighting 
issues)




NEUROLOGICAL DIFFERENCES 

James’ Self-Portrait



NEUROLOGICAL DIFFERENCES 



NEUROLOGICAL DIFFERENCES 



NEUROLOGICAL DIFFERENCES 

“SoR efforts are complicated when “the field situates challenges 
in learning to read through a [particular] special education lens.” 
These framings fail to, or refuse to, recognize the “language and 
literacy assets, strengths, skills, dispositions, mind-sets, and 
practices. . . that racially and linguistically different students 
possess and bring to classrooms” (Milner, 2020, p. S250).



HUMAN DIFFERENCES 

Liz’s Self-Portrait



HUMAN DIFFERENCES 



HUMAN DIFFERENCES 



HUMAN DIFFERENCES 

Writing in 1982, Marie Clay reminded us that 
children supplement our instructional efforts with 
their responses and that our job is to adapt to the 
individuality of children “more than any program 
description implies” (p. xii). Reading Recovery is 
individualized because no program can adapt to the 
differences that children bring.  In Literacy Lessons 
Designed for Individuals (Clay 2005) - 23 years 
later – she dedicated an entire page to this idea.



HUMAN DIFFERENCES 

And in the end

it is the individual adaptation

made by the expert teacher

to that child’s idiosyncratic competencies

and history of past experiences

that starts him on the upward climb

to effective literacy performances.

 	 	 (Clay, 2005, p. 63)



HUMAN DIFFERENCES

Clay, M. M. (1989). Quadruplets and 
higher multiple births (Vol. 107). 
Cambridge University Press.



HUMAN DIFFERENCES



HUMAN DIFFERENCES



HUMAN DIFFERENCES



HUMAN DIFFERENCES



CONCLUSIONS

Some of the children I describe may not be served in general 
education or intervention classrooms or they will have specialists 
who work with them on learning to read.  However, in many 
cases - especially those related to racial, cultural, and linguistic 
differences - many children bring differences to regular 
classrooms.  In the case of neurodiversity, young readers are 
often not yet diagnosed and provided with special educational 
services when they are first learning to read.  

#1



CONCLUSIONS

My goal is to offer a corrective to narrow and incomplete 
descriptions of the Science of Reading that present exaggerated, 
misleading, and at worse false claims promoted in the media by 
educational activists, publishers, and journalists. I am not 
dismissing research on how children learn to decode or 
quantitative studies that document the effects of reading 
interventions… Narrow policies, practices, and claims are 
dangerous because they deny the diversity of children served in 
North American classrooms. 

#2



CONCLUSIONS
While adding attention to differences to the Science of Reading might be possible, it 
would require fundamental changes to claims espoused by Science of Reading 
advocates. The following claims MUST be QUESTIONED:

• heavy doses of phonics and phonemic awareness are universally appropriate for all 

children,

• scripted curriculum is appropriate,

• narrow instructional mandates from districts and state education departments are 

valid, and


• educators should value fidelity over flexibility.



CONCLUSIONS
While adding attention to differences to the Science of Reading might be possible, it 
would require fundamental changes in claims espoused by Science of Reading 
advocates, and the following claims MUST be QUESTIONED:

• heavy doses of phonics and phonemic awareness are universally appropriate for all 

children,

• scripted curriculum is appropriate,

• narrow instructional mandates from districts and state education departments are 

valid, and


• educators should value fidelity over flexibility.These claims are false and antithetical to 


child-centered instruction



CONCLUSIONS 

The Science of 
Reading is not 
settled, mostly 
due to human 

diversity. 



CONCLUSIONS 

“The problem lies in the instruction not 
accommodating the student’s unique 
complexities.” Johnston and Scanlon 

(2020) advocated for a “thorough 
analysis of instructional interactions” 

between children and their teachers with 
attention to the unique backgrounds, 

opportunities, knowledges, and interests 
that children bring to classrooms. (p. 

17).  



CONCLUSIONS 

When SoR advocates blame teachers for 
reading families within underserved 
communities, they shift the lens of 

research and public concern away from 
historical and contemporary inequalities 

(e.g., income differences, housing, 
nutrition, educational opportunities) 

relieving communities and society from 
fiscal and humanitarian obligations.



CONCLUSIONS 

“Instead of providing financial or social support for 
impoverished families and communities, legislators discussed 
literacy reform as a means of ensuring that those who come 
from historically underserved communities could “take care of 
themselves,” “find employment,” and “move out of poverty.” 
In the chain of SOR signifiers, “explicit phonics instruction” 
became a substitution for investing in communities and creating 
the safety nets that were necessary for families to climb out of 
poverty.” (Aydarova, 2023, p. 573)



EQUALITY VERSUS EQUITY

Equality in reading 
classrooms means 

providing all children 
with the same 

curriculum and 
activities, regardless of 
their abilities or other 
individual differences

Equity in reading 
classrooms means 
that all children is 

provided with 
resources and 

experiences specific 
to their abilities and 

goals. 




HUMAN DIFFERENCE IS AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH  



Thank you for listening. . .


Catherine Compton-Lilly

University of South Carolina

comptonlilly@sc.edu
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