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The Importance of Reading Proficiency 

Third Grade Reading Proficiency in Massachusetts, 
2009 MCAS

43% 
30,382 students

57%     
40,274 students

Proficient or Above Below  Proficient

43% of Massachusetts third graders – and almost two-thirds of low-income children – fail to become proficient readers by 
the time they finish third grade.1 Both the statewide average and the large achievement gaps for low-income and minority 
students that have persisted since first being measured in 2001 are cause for concern. Research shows that students who 
struggle early in school are far less likely to graduate from high-
school, become effective citizens and develop skills essential for 
contributing to the 21st century economy. In order to secure 
educational equity and the future economic viability of the 
commonwealth, it is critical that we take steps to ensure all 
children enter school prepared to succeed in the early elementary 
school years. This brief discusses the importance of developing a 
comprehensive early learning system, starting at birth, to ensure 
that all children are proficient readers by the time they enter 
fourth grade.    

Why urgency around reading?  
Third grade marks a critical turning point when children are 
traditionally expected to transition from “learning to read” to 
“reading to learn.”2 Although research indicates that children 
should be exposed to rich content and vocabulary from the 
earliest years, by third grade, children encounter more demanding 
texts and basic literacy becomes a prerequisite for learning across 
all subjects. Children who do not attain literacy skills by third 
grade struggle to catch up in future years.3 4  
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• Almost three-quarters (74%) of children who read poorly in 
third grade continue to read poorly in high school, making 
third grade reading proficiency a key predictor of high school 
drop out rates.5 

• Vocabulary size is a key predictor of reading success. 
Research shows that kindergarten vocabulary correlates 
strongly with reading ability at every subsequent grade well 
into high school.6  

• The inability to read effectively impacts individuals and society in a wide range of ways: lower graduation rates, lower 
wages, lower voter turnout, greater health problems and higher remediation costs in post-secondary education 
(estimated to total $2.7 billion annually).7  

What we know: Reading proficiency in Massachusetts 
The two primary goals of the landmark Massachusetts Education Reform Act of 1993 were to create a more equitable 
Chapter 70 education funding formula and develop an accountability system based on high standards and student 
assessments. The 2009 MassINC report “Incomplete Grade” investigated the impact of the 1993 law and found that it led 
to increased per-pupil spending and increases in student achievement. However, the report also noted that Massachusetts 
has yet to sufficiently address the achievement gaps between advantaged and disadvantaged students that persist 
throughout the state.8

Too many children are not proficient in reading  
In both reading and math, Massachusetts outperforms all other states and many nations. However, the state’s achievement 
gap is one of the largest in the country and reflects the inequities inherent in our current education system. The 
contradiction is apparent in the “Nation’s Report Card” – the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). On 

ththe 2009 fourth grade reading test, Massachusetts had the highest average score of all 50 states, but also posted the 18   
largest black-white gap, the eighth largest Hispanic-white gap and the 10th largest income-based achievement gap.9
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On the MCAS, Massachusetts’ own statewide assessment, 30,000 third grade students scored below proficient in reading in 
2009. This represents 43% of all third grade students.10

“A substantial achievement gap exists in 
America before children ever arrive for their 

 point achievement gap. 

ds school districts 

Achieve
end of t ch year, and many 

h mining 
 birth through age 8. This 

te study 
on fewer words than their higher income 

ELP).16 This panel of early literacy experts was organized in 2002 by the National Institute for Literacy, a 

focused interventions). 

•

• prove children’s vocabulary and listening skills (language-enhancement interventions). 

Cu
In M s ed to help children achieve reading proficiency by the time they 
enter fourth grade. From birth to age 8, children spend their time in their homes, in early education and care programs, in 

ortunities for learning and 

• Access to books and print materials, and daily reading at home;  

• The proportion of low-income third grade students that scored proficient or higher (35%) is only half that of non-
low income students (69%). This results in a 34

• The black-white achievement gap is 31 points (35% vs. 66% proficient or higher, respectively). 
• The Hispanic-white achievement gap is 34 points (32% vs. 66% proficient or higher, respectively). 
• Less than 39% of students in each of the state’s 10 Commissioner’s Districts, large high-nee

targeted for strategic supports, scored proficient or higher on the third grade reading MCAS. 11  

ment gaps and a low level of early reading proficiency among all students contribute to problems at the opposite 
he education pipeline. Approximately 10,000 Massachusetts students drop out of high school ea

more complete high school but not college. Yet today’s labor market is one in which most new jobs require specialized 
skills and at least two years of postsecondary education.12  

What works: Early literacy 
There is an established and growing body of researc  exa
language and literacy acquisition from
research tends to fall into one o first day of kindergarten…. To close the gap, 

we must prevent the gap.”  

– US Secretary of Education Arne Duncan  

f two broad developmental 
categories: early education and care (birth to age 5) and pre-
kindergarten to third grade. As research continues to demonstrate 
that the achievement gaps among children of different socio-
economic groups are present before children enter school,13 a 
growing number of researchers and practitioners have begun paying at
by Hart & Risley found that by age 4, low-income children are exposed to 32 milli
peers.

ntion to early literacy skills. A seminal 1995 

14 Developmental psychologist and educator Betty Bardige’s analysis of these findings reveals that the amount of 
“play talk” (responsive, imaginative, rich and conversational) that children engage in is a key factor that leads to their own 
vocabulary and oral language development, and is a better predictor of later school success than family income or race or 
social status.15   
 
The most comprehensive review of research on “what works” for early literacy was released in 2008 by the National Early 
Literacy Panel (N
federal agency authorized to help strengthen literacy across the lifespan and required by the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act to disseminate information on scientifically-based reading research. The resulting report, “Developing Early 
Literacy,” represents a six-year, $2 million effort. Its findings point to five promising interventions to develop early literacy 
skills – the foundation skills needed for later reading proficiency. These five interventions (NELP nomenclature appearing in 
italics) can be used in homes, early education and care settings, and schools:  

• High-quality reading instruction that teaches children letter names, letter sounds and sounds within spoken words, 
as well as how to hear and manipulate the sounds within words (code-

• Reading books to children and talking to them about what’s being read (shared reading interventions, interactive and 
dialogic reading). 
Deep, sustained work with parents – children’s first teachers (parent and home programs ad dressing a number of linguistic 
and cognitive domains).  
Activities that im

• High-quality pre-kindergarten and kindergarten. 

rrent strategies: A foundation for universal reading proficiency  
as achusetts, a set of policies and programs is need

schools, and in out-of-school time programs. Each of these environments offers rich opp
language development. Supports in each of these settings – whether by family members, early education and care 
providers, teachers or other professionals – should promote:  

• Responsive, language-rich interactions with children, including singing, word games and adult-child conversation;  
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 from pre-kindergarten to third grade;  
 

h educators receive ongoing feedback and support, and assessment data is used 

 
Em d
policies d in order to effectively enhance their teaching. Careful attention will also need 
to b i ssachusetts has begun to address these 

sues through a number of initiatives to promote reading proficiency and better align current policies including: 

fered. To 

• 

tment of Elementary and 

• 

d the creation of  the nation’s first independent Board and consolidated Department of  Early Education 

• 

professional development providers with expertise in 

 
While t
especial
why pro
ommission er Dr. Nonie Lesaux and her team from the Harvard Graduate School of 

• Common literacy standards;  
• Assessment and analysis of children’s literacy progress
• Meaningful and ongoing professional development opportunities for educators in all settings to strengthen their

literacy instruction;  
• Professional cultures in whic

regularly to guide instruction; and 
• Opportunities for children to develop a love of reading outside of school. 

bed ing these practices in schools, early education and care settings, and homes will require careful attention to the 
and supports that practitioners nee

e g ven to meaningful accountability mechanisms. The commonwealth of Ma
is

• An Act Relative to the Achievement Gap: Signed into law by Governor Deval Patrick on January 18, 2010, this 
law increases the state’s authority to turn around under-performing schools. For elementary schools, turnaround 
strategies are encouraged in statute to include research-based early literacy programs and early interventions for 
struggling readers, as well as pre-kindergarten and full-day kindergarten programs if not currently of
measure annual turnaround progress, stakeholders must examine data from developmentally appropriate pre-
kindergarten to grade three assessments. A representative from the early education community must sit on the 
local stakeholder groups that will inform elementary schools’ turnaround plans. These early education components 
of the bill help to ensure that early learning is part of broader education reform efforts. 

Early Literacy Subcommittee: This group, led by Commissioner Sherri Killins of the state’s Department of Early 
Education and Care (EEC), has formulated recommendations about how early literacy skills can be taught, 
assessed and attained at the early childhood program and elementary school levels. The group submitted its 
recommendations to the Proficiency Gap Task Force of the board of the Depar
Secondary Education (ESE). One early outcome of this work was the “Closing the Early Literacy Proficiency 
Gap” conference held in March 2010. Co-hosted by EEC and ESE, the conference was the first of its kind in the 
state to bring together the early education and public school sectors to share best practices for addressing early 
literacy. 

Investments in high-quality early education: In close partnership with the state Legislature, the governor and 
other advocates, Strategies for Children’s Early Education for All Campaign (EEA) has worked to build the 
foundation for a universally-accessible high-quality early education and care system. EEA advocated for and 
supporte
and Care (EEC) and has helped secure more than $172 million in increased investments in young children and 
their early education and care since fiscal year 2005. The Massachusetts Universal Pre-Kindergarten (UPK) grant 
program, established in FY07, has seen $30.67 million in cumulative funding, resulting in 293 UPK Classroom 
Quality grants serving 6,600 children in nearly 100 cities and towns across the commonwealth. Similar progress has 
been made in the area of  full-day kindergarten; since FY05, the Kindergarten Grant Program has garnered more 
than $27 million in cumulative new state funding which has led to 75% of  all current kindergarten students 
enrolled in a full-day program, up from 38% in 2000.  

Investments in literacy – Massachusetts currently funds a number of  initiatives that directly relate to early literacy 
and language development. The Office of  Literacy at ESE manages an annual budget of  over $4 million, which 
funds among other activities literacy grants for professional development partnerships between high-need schools 
and districts, institutes of  higher education, and other 
reading instruction. EEC also funds literacy initiatives through the Mass Family Networks, Parent-Child Home 
Program, and Reach Out and Read.   

here is documented evidence that reading proficiency rates are at unacceptably low levels in Massachusetts, 
ly among low-income students, and have remained stagnant over time, there is no research-based consensus about 
gress has stalled or about what should be done to improve outcomes for children. Strategies for Children Inc. has 

ed reading and language researchc
Education to study this critical and timely subject by consolidating all publicly available Massachusetts-specific reading 
research and data. The project will produce recommendations to inform policymaking for the purpose of improving 
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sses, municipalities, school districts, state departments of education and political leaders. 
trategies for Children will continue to leverage its core strengths -- research-informed advocacy, strategic communication 

practice and child literacy outcomes at the state and local levels. In addition to issuing a report to policymakers, 
practitioners and the public, Strategies for Children will host and attend appropriate forums to galvanize advocacy around 
improving reading proficiency. 

 
The need is urgent, and the challenge is great. The goal of reading proficiency for all children by the beginning of fourth 
grade will require a sense of shared ownership by multiple stakeholders: families, communities, faith-based organizations, 
non-profit organizations, busine
S
and constituency building -- to ensure that Massachusetts is doing all it can to achieve “reading proficiency for all.”  
 
For more information, contact Titus DosRemedios, research and policy associate at Strategies for Children Inc. 
tdosremedios@strategiesforchildren.org or 617-330-7387.  
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