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			“There’s a huge gulf between what teachers believe about how to teach reading and what scientists have found—which is why so many students have continued to struggle despite their teachers’ often heroic efforts. The key to success, it turns out, is exactly the thing teachers have been taught to scorn most: knowledge. It’s far more important than the supposedly transferable comprehension ‘skills’ they’re trained to focus on. This critical volume, in which Natalie Wexler deftly lays out the case for knowledge, should begin tipping the scales back toward what best serves students of every age and background.”

			—Doug Lemov, author of Teach Like a Champion 2.0: 62 Techniques that Put Students on the Path to College; coauthor of Reading Reconsidered: A Practical Guide to Rigorous Literacy Instruction

			“Using concrete and compelling examples, Natalie Wexler reveals that most American classrooms follow a misguided approach to teaching reading that is especially damaging to students from low-income families. But she also shows that when educators rely on materials backed by research, they can go a long way toward producing the educated citizens we need. For anyone concerned about educational equity and excellence, The Knowledge Gap provides a way to think about both the problem and solutions.”

			—Karin Chenoweth, author of Schools that Succeed: How Educators Marshal the Power of Systems for Improvement; creator of the ExtraOrdinary Districts podcast

			“Natalie Wexler is a powerfully engaging writer, and The Knowledge Gap is a timely and sobering investigation of what is broken in the nation’s education system. Artfully weaving together portraits of teachers and students with scientific findings on the learning process, Wexler thoughtfully explores the power of knowledge—and makes a strong case for how and why the nation should harness it to improve outcomes for all students.”

			—Ulrich Boser, author of Learn Better: Mastering the Skills for Success in Life, Business, and School, or, How to Become an Expert in Just about Anything

			“As a teacher and the leader of a state school system, I have seen the debilitating impact on a child of an education devoid of historical, cultural, and scientific knowledge—and the human potential unleashed when that knowledge is allowed to develop. Natalie Wexler is not the first to boldly raise this issue, but The Knowledge Gap may be the clearest and most cogent telling of a story not told often enough. As an industry, education is often ignorant of its own past and of how the present came to be. Masterfully capturing a complex tale, Wexler shows us that something is wrong, explains how it happened, and reminds us that it doesn’t have to be that way.”

			—John White, Louisiana State Superintendent of Education

			“Using real world examples, Natalie Wexler convincingly affirms the primary responsibility of elementary schools to empower the most disadvantaged students with knowledge of the words and worlds that a society assumes is necessary for human flourishing. She makes a compelling case that depriving students of this core knowledge in the name of teaching ‘skills and strategies’ or embracing the latest educational fads only exacerbates their disadvantage. The Knowledge Gap is a must read for educators genuinely interested in achieving better outcomes for kids.”

			—Ian Rowe, Chief Executive Officer, Public Prep Network
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			For my mother, Henrietta Wexler, who as a parent, grandparent, aunt, and teacher has delighted in nurturing children’s curiosity about the world
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				CHAPTER 1

			

			The Water They’ve Been Swimming In

			ON A SUNNY NOVEMBER morning in 2016, Gaby Arredondo is trying to initiate twenty first-graders into the mysteries of reading.

			Today’s particular mystery is captions. Ms. Arredondo recently gave a test that asked her students to identify a caption, and—even though she had spent fifteen minutes teaching the concept—many chose the title of the passage instead. Maybe they were confused because the captions she had taught as examples were all at the top of the page, like a title, whereas the caption on the test appeared under the picture. Her goal today is to show her students that what makes something a caption isn’t where it appears on the page or what it looks like but what it does: it’s a label that describes a picture.

			“What is a caption?” Ms. Arredondo begins brightly to the first group of five students gathered before her at a semicircular table. As she speaks, she writes caption on a whiteboard next to her chair. No one answers. Ms. Arredondo writes a second word: label.

			“It’s a label,” volunteers one girl.

			“What kind of a label?” Ms. Arredondo prods.

			A boy chimes in: “It’s a label that describes things.”

			“What kinds of things? Does it tell us the author or the title?”

			“It tells us the author and the title,” the boy repeats dutifully.

			“No,” Ms. Arredondo says. “It tells us about the picture.”

			She shows them a photo from a book called Mothers, which has the words daughters, mother, and son superimposed in the appropriate spots. “So, what is a caption?”

			“Words?” a girl named Nevaeh ventures.

			The Washington, D.C., charter school where Ms. Arredondo teaches, Star Academy, has a good reputation and has benefited from both philanthropic and government funding. Located in a high-poverty African American community, the school has a staff that includes a full-time occupational therapist, two speech-and-language therapists, and two school psychologists—critical resources, considering that 17 percent of the students need special education services and all families are poor enough to qualify for free or reduced school meals.

			And Ms. Arredondo, in her second year of teaching, is a highly valued faculty member. She graduated from Princeton University, the first in her working-class family to go to college—an achievement that was possible, she feels, only because she managed to get into a selective public high school. She became a teacher in hopes of helping other kids transform their circumstances through education.

			During the months I’ve been observing Ms. Arredondo’s class, I’ve seen that she’s skilled at classroom management techniques, firm when she needs to be but also warm enough to establish bonds with her students. She’s hardworking, dedicated, and patient with these often rambunctious kids.

			But after Nevaeh suggests that caption just means words, Ms. Arredondo’s patience seems to be fraying. She starts pointing to the text on the page opposite the photo, asking, “Is this a caption? . . . Is this a caption? . . . Is this a caption?” The kids repeatedly answer, “No.”

			“It’s not just any word,” she says. “The words describe what? I’m a little upset right now, because I’ve said it.”

			“A label?” one of the kids offers again.

			“What does the caption tell us?” Ms. Arredondo says more softly.

			“About the pictures,” a girl says at last.

			“The pictures,” Ms. Arredondo echoes.

			The kids in the next group keep trying to pull the discussion away from the abstract nature of a caption and toward the concrete. One of the nonfiction books that Ms. Arredondo is holding up is about sharks, with vivid photos that pique the children’s curiosity—especially one showing a shark that has half-swallowed what the caption at the side simply identifies as a “sea animal.”

			“Oooh!” the students cry out. “What’s he eating? Oh my God! Is it a fish?”

			“If you were going to write a caption on this page, what would you write?” Ms. Arredondo asks. The students don’t answer.

			Next, she shows them a picture of a planet that the students decide is the moon. They point to the title, the subheading—anything but the caption. Finally, she points to the caption herself and reads it aloud: “Now you can take a trip to Mars without ever leaving Earth.”

			“Right there!” she exclaims. “That’s our caption. This isn’t the moon! It’s Mars! So we have to read the caption so we know what the picture is about!”

			The kids aren’t buying it. “It’s the moon,” one student declares.

			“I thought Mars was red,” a girl says skeptically. The photo is in black and white.

			Ms. Arredondo doesn’t respond. It’s time to move on to the culminating activity she has planned: students will write their own captions. She shows them a funny photo of a group of goats perched on the branches of a tree, like absurd four-legged birds. I find myself wondering why goats would be up in a tree, but the students don’t ask, and Ms. Arredondo doesn’t volunteer an explanation. The point of this lesson isn’t to learn about tree-climbing goats—or sharks or planets. It’s to learn about captions.

			Ms. Arredondo goes off to check on the students who are working independently elsewhere in the classroom while the kids at the table write a variety of captions on Post-it notes, some legible and some not. One boy colors with markers. Another student writes riog. Two boys who are sitting next to each other both write goll. When I ask one of them what his caption says, he tells me it says giggles.

			But when Ms. Arredondo comes back, the boy says the word is supposed to be goat. When another student objects that he hasn’t spelled the word right, Ms. Arredondo answers calmly, “That’s okay. That’s how he spells goat.” Her response reflects prevailing views on the best way to handle spelling errors in the early-elementary grades: she doesn’t want to get sidetracked into a spelling lesson, and she doesn’t want her students to lose confidence about writing down their ideas.

			Ms. Arredondo sticks one of the Post-its with the word goll under the photograph of the tree-climbing goats, saying, “That tells us more about this picture.”

			

			—

			WHILE MS. ARREDONDO’S APPROACH might seem peculiar, it’s the way she and virtually all other elementary teachers in the United States have been trained. If she’s having a hard time engaging her students, it’s not because she’s a bad teacher. In many ways, she does an excellent job.

			The theory that has shaped the American approach to elementary education goes like this: Reading—a term used to encompass not just matching letters to sounds but also comprehension—is a set of skills that can be taught completely disconnected from content. It doesn’t really matter what students are reading. Teach them to identify captions in a simple text—or find the main idea, or make inferences, or any one of a number of other skills—and eventually they’ll be able to grasp the meaning of any text put in front of them.

			And, the argument goes, through the third grade, children need to spend their time “learning to read” before they can progress to “reading to learn.” Social studies and science can wait; history is too abstract for their young minds and should wait. In the early years, the focus must be on the reading skills that will equip students to acquire knowledge about the world—later.

			It’s not surprising, then, that reading has long dominated the elementary curriculum. As far back as 1977, early-elementary teachers were spending more than twice as much time on reading as on science and social studies combined. Even in the upper-elementary grades, when students have presumably already acquired basic reading skills, teachers spent twice as much time on reading as on either science or social studies alone.

			That focus only intensified after Congress passed the No Child Left Behind legislation in 2001. NCLB required annual reading and math tests in grades three through eight and once in high school—and threatened significant consequences if schools failed to get 100 percent of their students to proficiency by 2014, a goal that was widely recognized as impossible to meet. As a result, the amount of time schools spent on reading and math grew, while time spent on other subjects—particularly social studies—correspondingly decreased.

			By 2012, early-elementary teachers reported spending an average of only sixteen minutes a day on social studies and nineteen on science—figures that, because they are self-reported, may well be overestimates. The elementary “literacy block,” largely focused on reading, now consumes anywhere from ninety minutes to three hours each day. And teachers have shaped their reading instruction in ways they believe will prepare their students to do well on standardized tests, which aim to assess comprehension skills. The rest of the day is devoted mostly to math.

			The schedule may allot half an hour or forty-five minutes to social studies or science a few times a week, usually at the end of the day, when students are tired: a simple science experiment or a read-aloud about George Washington or Abraham Lincoln before Presidents’ Day. (Struggling readers are unlikely to get even that, because they’re often pulled from social studies and science to get extra help.) In any event—and especially when the same teacher is responsible for teaching all subjects, as is usually the case—often that time ends up also being spent on reading or math.

			The state-mandated tests each spring represent only a small fraction of the time consumed by related activities. Up to a quarter of the school year is spent preparing for tests, taking practice tests, and taking “benchmark” tests designed to predict performance at the end of the year.

			Opposition to testing began brewing soon after the passage of No Child Left Behind, but it reached a fever pitch after most states adopted the Common Core starting in 2010. The new tests created to align with those academic standards were longer and significantly tougher. Across the country, especially in affluent suburban districts, many parents joined an “opt-out” movement. Even then-Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, whom many blamed for the orgy of testing, acknowledged that the situation had gotten out of hand. In 2015, Congress replaced NCLB with the Every Student Succeeds Act, which attaches fewer consequences to low scores. States are still required to give annual reading and math exams and report the results, however, and there is little evidence they’re reducing either the amount of testing or the importance placed on it.

			To be sure, there are compelling arguments in favor of testing. No Child Left Behind required that schools report scores for various subgroups—including minority and low-income students—which brought to light serious and long-hidden inequities. And reading tests are seen as the only way to hold schools accountable for giving children the skills they’ll need to learn history, science, and other subjects later on. Students who aren’t reading on grade level by third grade are four times less likely to graduate from high school. If the child is poor, the odds are even worse.

			Still, an overwhelming majority of teachers deplore the emphasis on testing and the consequent narrowing of the curriculum. Many would prefer to spend more time on social studies and science, and they know their students would as well. As Ms. Arredondo observed, “They love learning about things they don’t know anything about.”

			But she feels that the time spent on reading is necessary. Teaching the concept of captions, she told me, was an important first step in helping her students understand the difference between fiction, which generally doesn’t have captions, and nonfiction. Captions also provide information in a more manageable format than lengthy paragraphs, which struggling readers like her students may find overwhelming.

			Like Ms. Arredondo, most teachers don’t question the idea of trying to teach reading comprehension as a set of discrete skills. It’s simply the water they’ve been swimming in, so universal and taken for granted they don’t even notice it. It’s not about test scores; it’s just the way to teach kids to read. And if kids don’t seem to be getting it, the solution is to double down, through middle school, if necessary.

			But there’s a conundrum at the heart of these efforts: despite many hours of practice and an enormous expenditure of resources, American students’ reading abilities have shown little improvement over more than twenty years, with about two-thirds of students consistently scoring below the “proficient” level. Most fourth-graders aren’t actually ready to progress from “learning to read” to “reading to learn.” Writing scores are even worse: about three-quarters of eighth- and twelfth-graders score below proficient. International tests have shown that our literacy levels are falling, for both children and adults.

			“We seem to be declining as other systems improve,” a federal official who oversees the administration of international tests has observed. “There is a lot to be concerned about.”

			

			—

			THE STAGNATION IN reading scores isn’t the only distressing feature of the education landscape: many American students lack basic knowledge about the world. On the most recent nationwide test of eighth-graders, only 18 percent scored proficient or above in US history, as did only 23 percent in civics and 27 percent in geography—the lowest scores on national tests in any core subject areas.

			Even students at well-regarded colleges can display a weak grasp of history and government. In 2014, students chosen at random on the campus of Texas Tech University were unable to answer questions such as who won the Civil War (“The South?”), who the vice president is (“I have no idea”), and what country we gained our independence from (“Um . . . France?”). One survey of American adults found that only a quarter of respondents could name all three branches of government, and more than a third couldn’t name any of the rights guaranteed under the First Amendment. Another found that more than half of Americans didn’t know that the first ten amendments to the Constitution are called the Bill of Rights, a third didn’t know who delivered the Gettysburg Address, and about 40 percent didn’t know how many senators are elected from each state.

			In the wake of Donald Trump’s election in 2016, some commentators began connecting the dismal state of American politics to deficiencies in our education system. Researchers who evaluated students’ ability to distinguish between reliable and unreliable online sources of information were “shocked” by the poor results, terming the situation a “threat to democracy.” The solution, some said, was to beef up civics education, and high schools around the country have been attempting to do just that.

			To be sure, education is essential if democracy is going to function. But a high school civics course may be too little and too late. An understanding of civics fundamentally depends on an understanding of history. It’s hard to grasp how the system operates if you have no idea where it came from and no context in which to place it. And students who have had little or no exposure to history in elementary and middle school struggle to absorb and retain historical concepts when they encounter them for the first time in high school. Adults who lack basic knowledge about American government likely took a civics course in high school; the information just didn’t stick.

			And yet, it is believed, devoting more time to history would rob students of their best chance of learning to read—clearly a vital prerequisite for becoming a well-informed and responsible citizen. Besides, educators argue, young children are neither interested in history nor able to grasp its abstractions.

			

			—

			ACROSS TOWN from Ms. Arredondo’s classroom, in a neighborhood where the median home price nears a million dollars, Abby Bauer is leading the two-hour literacy block for her twenty-four first-graders at Reeves Elementary. The demographics at Reeves are vastly different from those at Star Academy; the proportion of economically disadvantaged kids is under 19 percent. But the pedagogical approach is much the same.

			“What skill are we working on this week?” Ms. Bauer asks her students, who sit cross-legged on the rug. A few raise their hands. “Every hand should be up,” she coaxes.

			More hands come into view, and one student provides the answer: summarizing. Ms. Bauer asks what that means. “The main idea,” offers one boy. “Finding the main idea” is actually considered a separate skill, and perhaps that’s why Ms. Bauer rephrases the boy’s answer, leading the class in a choral recitation of the definition listed on a chart behind her and using hand gestures designed to help them remember it: “Summarizing is key ideas.”

			And why, she asks, is it important to know how to summarize? “So you’re a better reader,” supplies one girl. “It helps you remember the story better,” says another. A boy chimes in: “It helps us better understand the story.”

			Ms. Bauer opens Peanut Butter & Cupcake!, a whimsical picture book about an anthropomorphic slice of white bread—slathered generously with peanut butter—who roams his neighborhood, searching for someone to play with. He gets turned down by Hamburger, Cupcake, Egg, and a few others, until he ultimately finds the perfect playmate: Jelly.

			After introducing the first couple of characters who reject Peanut Butter’s invitation to play, Ms. Bauer asks the kids how they think Peanut Butter is feeling. This provides an opportunity for one girl to bring in last week’s skill, making inferences.

			“I infer he’s feeling sad,” she says.

			When she finishes the book, Ms. Bauer prompts her students to answer the five summarizing questions displayed behind her: who are the main characters, what do they want, what is the problem, how do they solve it, and what happens at the end. The children’s answers are all spot-on.

			Then they break into small groups for more skills practice, rotating through different “centers” around the room. At one, they get little blank books that prompt them to summarize Peanut Butter & Cupcake!, through words and drawings: “Somebody . . . First . . . Next . . . Then . . . Finally . . .” At another, they fill out phonics worksheets. Some retrieve plastic baggies of books at their individual reading levels. “Remember to practice summarizing!” Ms. Bauer reminds them.

			There’s shockingly little data on what goes on inside most American classrooms. Very few states even track what textbooks and other materials are being used. Still, it’s safe to say that if you walk into the vast majority of early-elementary classrooms in the United States, you will find much the same routine: a ten-to-fifteen-minute “mini-lesson” on a comprehension skill, followed by “center time,” during which most students are supposed to work independently on the skill or on an aspect of phonics.

			Teachers who use one of the reading textbooks called basal readers—as do 50 percent or more, including Ms. Arredondo—teach whatever skill the book identifies for that week and generally use the reading selections to introduce it. Teachers who don’t use a basal reader, like Ms. Bauer, ground their instruction in commercially available children’s books, choosing texts for their suitability in demonstrating whatever skill they’re focusing on.

			At Ms. Bauer’s school, the teachers have collectively created a sequence of skills to be taught. But elsewhere, teachers are often left to their own devices. They may try to assess their students’ particular needs, or look to the reading assessments administered every few weeks to see what skill will be tested next. Either way, they’re often saddled with figuring out what to teach as well as how to teach it—a burden that can be oppressive, especially for teachers with little experience.

			During the mini-lesson, the teacher will often not only explain a comprehension skill but model it with a “think aloud.” If she’s demonstrating finding the main idea, for example, she might read aloud from a book and pause every once in a while, saying things like, “Hmm, I’m noticing that this particular phrase keeps coming up, so I’m thinking that’s the main idea of this text.” She might not read at all. One popular method of introducing “comparing and contrasting” is to bring two students to the front of the classroom and have others note the differences in what they’re wearing.

			How teachers allocate time in the literacy block varies, but the lion’s share is generally reserved for center time. (Ms. Bauer devotes just under an hour to that, versus forty minutes for writing and thirty minutes for phonics.) Each group of students spends roughly twenty minutes at each center—until their turn for guided reading with the teacher, which is considered the heart of reading instruction.

			Teachers periodically measure students’ reading levels, often using an A-to-Z scale keyed to the number of mistakes made while reading passages classified at different levels of difficulty. Each student in a guided reading group has tested at a similar level and has a copy of the same “just right” book: hard enough to be challenging but not so hard as to be frustrating. The teacher moves from one student to the next, listening to them read and helping them practice their phonics and comprehension skills. The idea is that dividing students into small groups enables teachers to give all children individualized attention. But, since most elementary classrooms have only one teacher, the system assumes that the children who are not engaged in guided reading—the majority of the class at any given time—will be able to work independently and quietly for extended periods. Whether or not that holds true depends a lot on the personalities of the students and the degree to which they have absorbed classroom management routines—which depends partly on the skill of the individual teacher and partly on the culture of the school as a whole. In fact, the benefits students derive from the small-group format of guided reading are generally canceled out by the lack of learning in the rest of the classroom.

			Ms. Bauer, with several years of experience under her belt, has perfected the balance of warmth and authority educators strive for. Drawings tacked on the wall above her desk are evidence of the fact that some of her students believe, with the fervor typical of six-year-olds, that she’s the best teacher in the world. Unlike Ms. Arredondo, she’s working in a school with few significant discipline problems, and for the most part, her students apply themselves diligently at their centers. But as in any first-grade classroom, some wander off task—like the two girls engrossed in a quiet conversation that has nothing to do with the book that is spread out before them, untouched.

			The two groups who take turns meeting with Ms. Bauer for guided reading today are working on books that, like Peanut Butter & Cupcake!, contain simple stories with vivid illustrations. She avoids having them read nonfiction until the end of the year, at which point they engage in group research projects on different animals. In this respect, Ms. Bauer’s classroom is unusual. While a steady diet of fiction used to be de rigueur in early-elementary classrooms, that changed with the Common Core. In an effort to build elementary students’ knowledge of the world, the standards specify that 50 percent of their reading should be nonfiction.

			Still, the fundamental approach hasn’t changed: nonfiction texts are seen as another delivery mechanism for skills. Hence Ms. Arredondo’s focus on captions, one of the “text features”—along with tables of contents, glossaries, subtitles, and text boxes—that are common to nonfiction. The assumption is that if students read about random subjects—birds one day, clouds the next, bridges the day after that—and practice identifying certain structures and features, they’ll become expert readers of nonfiction.

			First-graders at Reeves do get some science instruction, but any exposure to social studies comes only through the portion of the literacy block devoted to writing—for example, bits of information about figures in black history during Black History Month. Like Ms. Arredondo, Ms. Bauer wishes she could spend more time on social studies, because she’s found the kids “like that kind of stuff.” But, despite the fact that Reeves has some of the highest test scores in the city, she feels “a lot of pressure” to focus on reading, writing, and math.

			The topic for today’s writing-cum-social-studies lesson is “American symbols,” and the symbol of the day is the flag. The lesson includes not only the American flag but also the Kenyan flag—a relic of a brief period when the school’s curriculum embraced the study of Kenya. That focus has fallen by the wayside, but the flag remains.

			The point is to teach students about symbols—and have them write a couple of sentences giving examples of the symbols in each flag—rather than anything specific about America or Kenya. “What’s a symbol?” Ms. Bauer begins. It’s a concept students have discussed before.

			“It’s something that tells you something but not with words, with a picture,” says one girl. Prompted by Ms. Bauer, other kids offer examples: a clover for good luck, a peace sign, emojis. After checking to make sure they understand the word represent, Ms. Bauer leads the class in reciting a definition, with accompanying hand gestures: “Symbols represent ideas.” She holds up a small American flag and asks the children if they see any symbols. They come up with a couple: fifty stars for the fifty states (although an initial estimate puts the number of stars at thirty) and thirteen stripes for the thirteen colonies. Ms. Bauer then reads A Flag for All, the story of three kids who go around their neighborhood asking adults what the flag means to them. One says “freedom,” another “independence,” and a third says “hope.”

			Ms. Bauer asks the children to recount the different answers. They get freedom and hope, but forget the word independence, so she supplies it. “When we were first becoming a country,” she explains, “we had to get our independence, to make our own country.” Then she sums up the main idea of the story: “The flag means different things to different people.”

			Now it’s time to turn to the Kenyan flag. Ms. Bauer doesn’t have a book about that, but she reads from a piece of paper: black stands for the Kenyan people, red for the blood that was shed during their fight for independence, and so on. The design in the center, she explains, is a shield that symbolizes the Maasai tribe and their protection of the ideas the flag represents.

			Afterward, none of the children can remember that the shield represents the Maasai—perhaps because this is the first time they’ve ever heard the word, and they have no information about the Maasai. Nor have they learned anything about Kenyan history, or even anything about the events that led to the creation of the American flag: the colonial era, the American Revolution, or what Ms. Bauer means when she says, “We had to get our independence.”

			One boy asks who made the flags, which could provide an opportunity to talk about some of the history behind them. But that’s not part of the lesson plan. Getting ready to move on, Ms. Bauer says she doesn’t know who made the Kenyan flag, but the first American flag was made by Betsy Ross—also not a topic the class has covered.

			

			—

			SOCIAL STUDIES, a discipline invented in the early twentieth century, is supposed to be a combination of civics, economics, geography, and history. Traditionally, though, lessons in the early grades have centered on children’s lives, their families, and their communities. As a result, many educators simply haven’t seen social studies as particularly important.

			Often, the subject gets subsumed into the literacy block, where—as in Ms. Bauer’s classroom—it’s treated primarily as a medium for developing skills. If there’s any content presented about the larger world, it’s vague and ahistorical: principles of good citizenship, customs in various countries, stories of social activism from different time periods. History makes a cameo appearance within broad themes like “Families Now and Long Ago, Near and Far.” Historical figures are presented out of order and context: George Washington in kindergarten, Eleanor Roosevelt in first grade, Abraham Lincoln in second, Thomas Jefferson in third.

			When I’ve asked educators why this is the case, I’ve found their answers rest on two basic assumptions. One is that young children are primarily interested in subjects that relate to their own lives. The other is that history is “developmentally inappropriate” for the early grades. Relying on the work of the influential twentieth-century psychologist Jean Piaget, education schools have long trained teachers to believe that historical concepts are simply too abstract for children below third or fourth grade to grasp. That also goes for any aspects of science that can’t be communicated through simple, hands-on experiments.

			These assumptions are widespread—and not just in public schools. At an independent school in a major East Coast city, where tuition exceeds $35,000 a year, I encountered the same attitude. Test prep isn’t an issue, since private schools aren’t required to give standardized tests. The administration sets broad themes for each grade level—“patterns” in kindergarten, “relationships” in first grade, “structures” in second, “change” in third—to allow for interdisciplinary projects.

			These projects can be ambitious and engaging. First-graders spend weeks learning about urban planning, visiting a nearby city to help with their research and ultimately creating a sprawling model town. At the same time, the vagueness of the themes gives individual teachers a lot of leeway on the specifics. As in the vast majority of public schools, what students learn at one grade level may or may not lay the groundwork for the next. And one thing students won’t learn about, before third grade, is history. That subject, I was told by school administrators, isn’t developmentally appropriate.

			

			—

			AMERICANS IN GENERAL are deeply concerned about the state of education. One national survey found that 72 percent of respondents identified education as a top priority for the president and Congress, just one point lower than the percentage who chose terrorism.

			Still, most public school parents are highly satisfied with the schools their own children attend. If the school is devoting time to reading and math and neglecting other subjects, they may feel they can compensate by reading books at home and taking their kids on enriching excursions.

			“What I care about is being able to walk to school,” said one mother of a third-grader who lives in a gentrifying D.C. neighborhood where schools are under pressure to raise test scores.

			At the same time, many parents are concerned about the amount of time spent on testing and test prep, as the opt-out movement has made clear. At least a few also feel there’s an inordinate focus on comprehension skills. Joe Weedon, a middle-class D.C. parent whose children attend schools where scores are relatively low, says the only homework his fifth-grade son has brought home for two years has been on reading skills. At his daughter’s middle school, all students were given more reading instruction than the schedule called for, whether they needed it or not.

			Parents at schools where test scores are high can experience similar frustrations. A woman I’ll call Catherine Burch—a former parent at Reeves Elementary, where Ms. Bauer teaches—says her children would bring home packets centered on skills like “finding the main idea,” to be practiced on texts that imparted random bits of information. The reading passage for Martin Luther King Day, for example, focused on King’s sister’s memories of how the two siblings used to play together. Burch did her best to fill the gaps, but her son was so bored in class that he often got into trouble for not paying attention.

			Burch tried to convince the principal at Reeves to adopt a curriculum called Core Knowledge, which introduced historical and scientific topics before third grade. But she was told it would be developmentally inappropriate. One fifth-grade teacher, Burch says, even got into trouble for spending too much time on the Constitution and the Bill of Rights and not enough time on reading. Burch’s children have now moved on to their neighborhood middle and high schools, where, she says, many students “struggle to contextualize” in history classes, even those for advanced students. She suspects their lack of exposure to coherent historical content at the elementary level is to blame.

			Other parents who have tried to bring more substance into the school day have also encountered resistance. One parent I know tried to get her children’s private school to adopt the Core Knowledge curriculum. But, despite the fact that her position on the school’s board gave her a direct line of communication to administrators, she was unable to make any headway.

			For the most part, however, parent activism has focused on getting rid of or reducing testing rather than on what the curriculum should look like if testing disappeared. Many parents I’ve spoken with are unaware of the prevailing view that teaching history and non-hands-on science is developmentally inappropriate—as I was when my own children were in elementary school. Like me, they’ve seen their kids become fascinated by those topics through books they read at home and family outings to museums and places like Williamsburg. It’s never occurred to them that the topics are inappropriate, and they may not even notice that the school curriculum fails to include them.

			And sometimes it’s not the school but the parents who resist change. In the 1990s, before the era of high-stakes testing, my own neighborhood elementary school was teaching the standard “me and my community” social studies curriculum. A parent suggested adopting the information-packed Core Knowledge approach instead. The teachers were interested, but other parents dismissed the idea, saying kids didn’t need or want that. One, suspecting a conservative political agenda, called the prospect “scary.”

			At Reeves, Burch says, parents didn’t actively oppose a more substantive curriculum, but few openly shared her frustration. Most either bought into the school’s argument that more history and science would be developmentally inappropriate or simply weren’t aware there was anything to complain about. At the school where her children were previously enrolled, which drew from a lower-income community, parents were more on her wavelength. And, generally speaking, African Americans, Latinos, and Native Americans—groups that are disproportionately represented at the lower end of the socioeconomic scale—are far less likely to have positive feelings about their neighborhood schools than whites or Asian Americans.

			In 2017, one such parent protested at a D.C. public hearing that the principal at her children’s school had cut everything but reading and math. Choking back tears, Andrea Tucker argued that children like hers were being passed from grade to grade without learning what they needed to succeed. Why wasn’t the D.C. Public Schools system requiring all teachers to spend forty-five minutes a day on either social studies or science, as its official curriculum prescribed? Many parents at the school, which serves a largely low-income African American community, were “in an uproar.” But top education officials had ignored their complaints—despite the fact that the school system’s chancellor’s children were enrolled at the school.

			“This primarily affects minority children,” Tucker said at the hearing. “Are our children any different from other children? Are they not deserving of the same education?”

			

			—

			ALL AMERICAN ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS, regardless of student demographics, prioritize reading and math over other subjects. And—as at Reeves—the universal approach to reading is to focus on comprehension skills. Even teachers in one of the most affluent counties in the nation often frame lesson objectives in terms that are generic and vague: “Examine text features of informational texts . . . Ask and answer questions about text . . . Students use structure and key words from texts to identify the text type.” In one fourth-grade classroom, the two questions of the day were “How can readers describe concepts using a cause-and-effect relationship?” and “How does understanding the text structure of a nonfiction text help in understanding it?”

			But, like Tucker, many observers believe that schools serving low-income students take a narrower, more skills-focused approach. There’s evidence to back them up: a 2007 study found that about half of all children in schools serving students who were middle class or above were subjected to repetitive instruction in basic skills, but in schools serving low-income children, the proportion soared to 91 percent. One thing is clear: when schools are under pressure to raise test scores, administrators and teachers maximize the time spent on reading and math.

			And yet, those efforts have been no more effective with students at the lowest end of the score spectrum than with the student population as a whole. Test scores for low-income and minority students are consistently far below those of their more affluent, largely white peers—a phenomenon usually referred to as the achievement gap, although some prefer opportunity gap. The most accurate and neutral term would be test-score gap. Whatever it’s called, it’s significant. On nationwide reading tests, about 80 percent of low-income fourth- and eighth-graders score below the proficient level, compared to about 50 percent of their higher-income peers. On writing tests for eighth-graders, the percentages below proficient are about 90 and 65, respectively, with 32 percent of low-income students scoring below the basic level. When it comes to US history, only 5 percent of students whose parents lack a high school diploma score at or above proficient. For children of college graduates, the figure is 27 percent.

			Despite billions of dollars and massive efforts on the part of thousands of highly dedicated and intelligent people over the past twenty-five years, the size of the gap between the wealthiest and the poorest students hasn’t changed. Our mediocre standing on international literacy rankings is largely a reflection of how low our lowest scores are.

			The gap goes beyond test scores. While high school students in Catherine Burch’s affluent D.C. neighborhood may “struggle to contextualize” in their Advanced Placement history classes, their counterparts in high-poverty schools on the other side of the city face even greater obstacles. Teachers at those schools have told me they’ve had students at all levels of ability, including the highest, but some of their stories were deeply disturbing.

			Their high school students often lack a sense of chronology, they said. Students may confuse the Civil War and the civil rights movement. They may think Frederick Douglass and Martin Luther King Jr. were contemporaries. In a world history class studying the segregation faced by black soldiers returning to the United States after World War I, some students were under the impression that slavery still existed in 1918. In a course on the United States after the Civil War, the teacher couldn’t assume that students knew what happened before that war, even though they had already taken a class that covered it. “You have to start with: there was a War of Independence,” she said, “and this is who we won our independence from.”

			Others told me their students don’t understand the difference between a country and a continent, or between a city and a state. One kid in an SAT prep class—one of the better students, according to his teacher, who cited the fact that “he could place the United States on a world map”—was surprised by the term South America when he saw it on a map, apparently for the first time: How could it be called America if it wasn’t in America?

			Another high school teacher said she’s even had a few students who don’t know the name of the country they live in. “They think Washington, D.C., is their country,” she said.

			Urban school systems have been faced with the impossible task of turning ninth-graders who arrive with gaps like these into “college- and career-ready” graduates in four years—and threatened with consequences under federal law if graduation rates dip below 67 percent. For a while, the threats appeared to be working: in 2016, the national graduation rate reached an all-time high of more than 84 percent. But within months, it became clear that some urban school systems have turned to subterfuges. These include having students pass courses by taking far less rigorous online versions and changing attendance records. In Washington, D.C.—a city that many reformers have pointed to as a model, and where the graduation rate rose twenty points in six years—an investigation revealed that a full third of the 2017 graduates hadn’t met requirements.

			These problems don’t end at high school. Studies suggest that students with low test scores are less likely to pursue higher education, obtain and keep jobs, provide for their families, exercise their civic rights and responsibilities, and lead fulfilling lives. Education is supposed to enable everyone to do those things. It represents our best hope for breaking the cycle of multigenerational poverty. Really, it’s our only hope.

			And it’s not working. Socioeconomic inequality in the United States is on the rise. Many students proudly enroll in college—the surest route to success—only to discover they’re so ill-prepared they need to take remedial reading and math. The vast majority of lower-income students never manage to get that coveted degree.

			

			—

			WE’D ALL LIKE to give children more social studies and science, even if only of the ahistorical and hands-on varieties, but it seems impossible to reconcile that desire with the need to teach them to read—and boost their test scores. We’d all like to produce high school graduates with a solid grasp of history—and the familiarity with civics that could develop from it—but it’s not clear how to lay the foundation for that learning if, as educators believe, elementary students aren’t equipped to absorb historical concepts. And we’d all like education to act as a true engine of social mobility, but no one has been able to figure out how to make that happen.

			But what if it’s possible to provide all students, including the neediest, with the kind of education that enables them to enjoy learning, understand and retain what they read, become responsible citizens—and even increase test scores? What if it turns out that the best way to boost reading comprehension is not to focus on comprehension skills at all but to teach kids, as early as possible, the history and science we’ve been putting off until it’s too late?

			A handful of schools across the country have been experimenting with that approach—which, in the context of American education, represents a radical break with the status quo—with sometimes astonishing results.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

			

			A Problem Hiding in Plain Sight

			ADRIENNE WILLIAMS IS about to read a book on mummies to her first-graders. But first, she asks them what they already know about the subject—or what they think they know.

			“They chase you!” says one.

			“They don’t exist.”

			“They walk like they’re crazy!”

			“They’re wrapped in paper.”

			“They kidnap you.”

			“You all have a lot of ideas about mummies,” Ms. Williams says calmly. After taking some questions (“Are they real?” “What do they do?”), she puts the book into a projector so the kids can follow along.

			“Eww!” they chorus delightedly, as the screen reveals a photograph of a mummy with its hands pressed to its cheeks, its teeth fixed in a ghoulish smile.

			The children are rapt as Ms. Williams reads about how mummies are dead bodies that have been preserved, sometimes for thousands of years, and the things that scientists can tell about them: that one ancient man used hair gel, that another’s last meal was vegetable soup.

			Along the way she casually points out the “text features” that, in a typical elementary classroom, would be the focus of instruction: the table of contents (“So if I want to make a mummy, what page do I go to? . . . Yes, page 18, ‘How to Make a Mummy’”), and a text box that contains a definition of bacteria (“You already know about bacteria after studying germs,” she reminds them). There’s a picture of a sarcophagus. “We’re going to learn that word,” she says.

			Ms. Williams teaches at the Brightwood campus of the Center City charter network in D.C., which—like Star Academy, the charter school where Ms. Arredondo teaches—serves a low-income population on a first-come, first-served basis. While some of the network’s six campuses predominantly enroll children of native-born African American parents, Brightwood has a high proportion of kids from non-English-speaking families, mostly Hispanic or Ethiopian. Many students are still learning English themselves.

			When Ms. Williams started at Center City, the network used the standard skills-focused approach, and she could see that her students weren’t particularly engaged. “It was just an isolated set of skills,” she says. “There was no bigger context.”

			At the same time, her colleagues were struggling to adapt to the new demands of the Common Core. In 2013, Center City got a new leader, Russ Williams, who heard teacher after teacher ask for more guidance. Williams (no relation to Adrienne Williams) decided that they were asking for a curriculum.

			Many believe the Common Core is a curriculum, but it’s just a list of skills students are supposed to acquire at each grade level—for example, connecting claims about a text’s meaning to evidence in the text. The literacy standards don’t specify particular texts to be read, aside from a few at the high school level, and they don’t provide teachers with guidance on how to ensure students gain the skills. The word curriculum has a range of meanings, from vague to quite detailed, and, like the Common Core, literacy curricula generally put skills in the foreground—but they usually do more than just list them. They might provide a lesson plan for how to teach each skill, along with reading passages to use to demonstrate it.

			Russ Williams’s concept was radically different. Instead of focusing on comprehension skills, as teachers were used to doing, he thought they should focus on content—and the skills would follow. When the new curriculum was unveiled, many Center City teachers were in shock. Not only was it vastly different from what they were used to, some felt it infringed on their freedom to teach whatever and however they wanted.

			Teachers in kindergarten through second grade were confronted with Core Knowledge Language Arts—more or less the same curriculum that parents like Catherine Burch had tried unsuccessfully to get their children’s schools to adopt. The schedule preserved some time for guided and independent reading, but the bulk of instruction would involve the teacher reading aloud to the entire class from information-packed texts and leading discussions focused on their content.

			Even more surprising were the subjects the curriculum would cover—twelve each year, with students spending a couple of weeks on each. Kindergarteners would learn about the five senses, Native Americans, and life in colonial times. First-graders would study the human body, astronomy, and the American Revolution. Second-graders would study the ancient Greeks, insects, and the War of 1812.

			Other content-focused curricula have since become available that are less drastically different from what teachers are used to. But at the time, Core Knowledge was pretty much the only option. Teachers felt it would be too demanding and abstract; even Adrienne Williams was apprehensive. But soon, she and her colleagues realized how much their students were able to absorb and how much they enjoyed learning actual stuff. Within a few years, test scores began to rise significantly as well.

			For today’s lesson, Ms. Williams was supposed to read aloud a story about ancient Mesopotamia. But over the two years she’s been teaching Core Knowledge, she’s become comfortable enough to put her own spin on the material, making it more interactive and engaging. Her first-graders arrived to find two curving lines of blue construction paper taped to the classroom floor—the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. After “paddling” down the rivers, they came to sit in front of a wall-size poster of Babylon and, with their eyes closed, listened as Ms. Williams described what they were “seeing”: the city’s stone palaces and hanging gardens. Along the way, she introduced words like fertile and concepts like the importance of water to the development of civilization.

			The words soil and crops and the notion that plants and animals need water were already familiar to these students from kindergarten, when they studied plants and farms. Next year, when they study ancient Asian and Greek civilizations, the kids will meet them again. Even during their first year using the curriculum, teachers were struck by how many connections children were able to make between the concepts they were learning and how proud they were of their new knowledge. The school began adding books that went deeper into certain topics—like mummies.

			After ten minutes of reading aloud, Ms. Williams asks for questions. Hands fly up.

			“Can they tell how the mummy died?”

			“Was the soup still in the mummy’s stomach?”

			One boy asks thoughtfully: “So how do the mummies run?”

			“Okay, let’s think about this,” Ms. Williams says. “Do the mummies move? No. So do they run?”

			The boy shakes his head.

			“What you see on TV,” Ms. Williams continues, “about people who come back to life—that’s made up. That’s fiction. We’re studying about what really happened.”

			Then it’s time to stop, much to the disappointment of the kids who still have their hands in the air, their questions unanswered.

			Ms. Williams smiles and makes a promise: “You’re going to find out.”

			

			—

			THERE ARE, to be sure, many differences between Ms. Williams’s first-grade classroom on the one hand and Ms. Arredondo’s and Ms. Bauer’s on the other. No two classrooms, and no two teachers, are identical. But all three are considered effective and well-trained teachers.

			Ms. Williams is naturally gifted, but the fact that her lesson was so much meatier and more engaging than the others’ is largely a matter of luck: she happened to be using a curriculum that emphasized building knowledge. It turns out that children not only can handle learning about things that are remote from their own experience, they often love it.

			The widespread belief among educators that history and non-hands-on science are inappropriate for young children isn’t just at odds with what many parents sense intuitively. It’s also not supported by the evidence. A few educational approaches, like the century-old Montessori movement, have long been introducing children to these subjects with great success. At one elementary school I visited in Nevada, where teachers had been using Core Knowledge for several years, students were engaging in thoughtful discussions of a kind their teachers had never seen before, drawing on knowledge they’d acquired in earlier grades.

			A fourth-grade teacher named Kitty Gillette told me her students even requested permission to research and write reports at home that went into further depth on topics they’d learned about in previous years, like ancient Mesopotamia and Greek myths, and present them to their classmates.

			Although educators rely on the work of psychologist Jean Piaget in arguing that history and similar “abstractions” are developmentally inappropriate, it’s far from clear that he intended to bar teachers from introducing children to these topics. In any event, his theories have been largely superseded by more recent research. Children’s development doesn’t proceed in a series of fixed, discrete stages, but depends on the child, the task, and even the day. And young children are more capable of abstract thinking than Piaget believed. As another iconic twentieth-century educational psychologist, Jerome Bruner, argued, “any subject can be taught effectively in some intellectually honest form to any child at any stage of development.”

			The fact is, history is a series of stories. And kids love stories. The same is true for science topics that don’t lend themselves to hands-on activities. It’s ironic that truly abstract concepts like captions and symbols are considered appropriate for six-year-olds, but informational tales about history, science, and the arts are not.

			But it’s not just that students can understand and enjoy the stuff we’ve been withholding from them. It turns out that it’s also good for them; if young children are introduced to history and science in concrete and understandable ways, chances are they’ll be far better equipped to reengage with them with more nuance later on. At the same time, teaching disconnected comprehension skills boosts neither comprehension nor reading scores. It’s just empty calories. In effect, kids are clamoring for broccoli and spinach while adults insist on a steady diet of donuts.

			

			—

			IN 1987, two researchers in Wisconsin, Donna Recht and Lauren Leslie, constructed a miniature baseball field and installed it in an empty classroom in a junior high school. They peopled it with four-inch wooden baseball players arranged to simulate the beginning of a game. Then they brought in sixty-four seventh- and eighth-grade students who had been tested both for their general reading ability and their knowledge of baseball.

			The goal was to determine to what extent a child’s ability to understand a text depended on her prior knowledge of the topic. Recht and Leslie chose baseball because they figured lots of kids in junior high school who weren’t great readers nevertheless knew a fair amount about the subject. Each student was asked to read a text describing half an inning of a fictional baseball game and move the wooden figures around the board to reenact the action described.

			Churniak swings and hits a slow bouncing ball toward the shortstop, the passage began. Haley comes in, fields it, and throws to first, but too late. Churniak is on first with a single, Johnson stayed on third. The next batter is Whitcomb, the Cougars’ left-fielder.

			It turned out that prior knowledge of baseball made a huge difference in students’ ability to understand the text—more of a difference than their supposed reading level. The kids who knew little about baseball, including the “good” readers, all did poorly. And among those who knew a lot about baseball, the “good” readers and the “bad” readers all did well. In fact, the bad readers who knew a lot about baseball outperformed the good readers who didn’t.

			In another study, researchers read preschoolers from mixed socioeconomic backgrounds a book about birds, a subject they had determined the higher-income kids already knew more about. When they tested comprehension, the wealthier children did significantly better. But then they read a story about a
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