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Prepared Comments by Michael J. Petrilli, 

Fordham Vice President for National Programs and Policy
Good afternoon. Thank you for joining us. For those of you I haven’t met, I’m Mike Petrilli. I was a Bush Administration appointee at the Department of Education during the president’s first term, and I’m now a vice president of the Thomas B. Fordham Institute.
We’re here today to announce a series of actions designed to get to the bottom of the Reading First story. You’ve probably heard a lot about that program, and the so-called scandals that surround it. There were scandals all right, but they weren’t the ones in the national headlines. We’ve learned a lot about what really happened—but there’s plenty more still needing to be found out and revealed.
A year and a half ago, the Reading First program was going strong. Its message of scientifically based reading instruction had reached almost 6,000 high poverty elementary schools across the land. And the enthusiasm was palpable. Teachers who had watched in frustration as class after class of students failed to learn how to read finally had the knowledge and tools to help all of their pupils gain this most fundamental skill. Annual conferences of the Reading First program overflowed with inspirational stories about schools turned around, lives changed, children’s futures brightened.
And early results were truly promising. Most states reported big improvements in their Reading First schools, earning the program an “effective” rating from the Office of Management and Budget—the only such rating for any No Child Left Behind program—and plaudits from the Government Accountability Office. 

But then, in September 2006, the Education Department’s Inspector General issued a scathing report that led Secretary Margaret Spellings to force the resignation of the program’s director, Chris Doherty—an extraordinarily dedicated public servant and a friend and inspiration to many of us here—and that led to congressional hearings, and eventually to Congress lashing the program’s funding by over 600 million dollars—dollars no longer available to help teachers help their students learn to read.
And what was it that the Inspector General found that led to such devastating results? Had someone stolen money? Used funds improperly? Abused their office? Nothing of the sort. The main charge of the report was that the Reading First program office could have done more during the “peer review” process to avoid the appearance of a potential conflict of interest. 

Not a financial conflict of interest, mind you—the program staff had taken extraordinary precautions to screen for that. What bothered the IG was that some panel members had “professional ties” to a particular reading program, one of the few to be independently verified to have a positive impact on reading achievement. But of course, truly expert reviewers nearly always have professional ties to some program somewhere—wouldn’t you like your reviewers to have ties to programs that work? And anyway, these reviewers never saw the names of the programs the states planned to use—they weren’t required on their applications—so the whole question was moot. There was, in fact, no way that those expert reviewers could have used their ties to benefit favored programs and impede others.
So how did such a lame finding by the IG lead to such a firestorm? Easy—the Inspector General also chose to include in his report a handful of emails from Chris Doherty, handpicked from among tens of thousands, a handful of emails that were, shall we say, rather colorfully written. Should Chris have known better than to use the language he did? Sure. But all the emails really show is a dedicated government official trying to make sure that Reading First dollars didn’t flow to programs that don’t work. Because he knew that all manner of snake oil was being repackaged and marketed as “scientifically based” reading that wasn’t, and if he didn’t hold the line, scarce federal funds would go to all kinds of nonsense. And it wouldn’t just waste money and dilute the intent of Congress when it enacted the Reading First program. Funding snake oil reading programs would inevitably mean that fewer kids would learn the precious skill of reading. Greedy, cynical vendors would win, needy children would lose, and Reading First would go the way of so many other federal programs: more symbolism than substance, more rhetoric than results. 

Is that what the Inspector General wanted? Secretary Spellings? The White House? Chairman George Miller, who hauled Chris in front of his committee? Chairman David Obey, who slashed the program by over sixty percent?
All of this is laid out in a new Fordham Institute report by Sol Stern, Too Good to Last: The True Story of Reading First. But Sol’s expert reporting also raises important questions that he wasn’t able to answer yet. These include:
· Why did the Inspector General have such a vendetta against Chris Doherty? Did it ever give him a fair chance to provide his perspective? Why didn’t the IG ask more questions about the chain of command, those to whom Chris reported and who oversaw his work, both within the Department and at the White House?
· Why was the IG so open to arguments from whole language programs and others that there was wrongdoing in their not getting funded? Didn’t the IG understand or care that the whole point of Reading First was to drive federal funds to programs that work?

· Why was Secretary Spellings so eager to cooperate with the Inspector General? Why did she accept all of the IG’s recommendations? Did he have perhaps evidence of her role in the program, dating back to her days as Domestic Policy Advisor? Did she cut a deal with the Inspector General to sacrifice Chris in order to save herself?

· Why did Chairman Obey, a self-proclaimed “progressive,” slash the only “effective” NCLB program by more than half? Doesn’t he care about poor kids any more? What role did his friendship with Bob Slavin, founder of Success for All, play? Was this payback for Success for All’s not getting many Reading First dollars—even though the IG found no evidence that Success for All had been discriminated against in any way?

To get those answers and more, we’ve taken the following actions today:

1. We filed a Freedom of Information Act request with the Department of Education, asking for correspondence and other documents related to interactions between Secretary Spellings and the Inspector General, as well as documents detailing the process the IG used in its investigation of the Reading First program. 
2. We filed a request with the Integrity Committee of the President’s Council on Integrity and Efficiency—the sole group charged with holding Inspectors General accountable—to investigate whether the Department of Education’s Inspector General and his staff took actions in their Reading First review which were improper, overzealous, perhaps even an abuse of power. We ask that they make a full report to the public before the end of the year. 
3. We submitted a request to Chairman Obey to make public any and all documents showing his interactions with Success for All founder Bob Slavin over the past few years.

We sincerely believe that revealing the truth about Reading First, its promise, and the vicious war to discredit it, will eventually lead Congress to do the right thing and restore its full funding. So we urge the Department of Education, the Integrity Committee, and Chairman Obey to respond to our requests swiftly so that full transparency can be brought to this critical matter and so that the public might have a say in the future of Reading First. Anything less would be a true scandal. Thank you.
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