
Commentary | Upswing Labs  1  

 
 
 
 

Mississippi or Manhattan? 
David Scarlett Wakelyn* 
May 2025

If you’re a parent of young kids who are learning how to read, would you rather start 
off in Manhattan or Mississippi? The answer may surprise you. Today, fourth-grade 
students in Mississippi read almost a full school year ahead of their peers in New 
York City, according to national test scores released earlier this year.   
 
It wasn’t always this way. In the early aughts Mississippi students were almost half a 
year behind New York City students. Now youngsters in the Magnolia state read 
above the national average. Notably, Mississippi isn’t the only high poverty 
southern state to make significant gains in reading over the past decade. These 
dynamics are part of larger post-pandemic trend that has witnessed red states 
overtaking their blue counterparts academically.     
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Here's another way of understanding these data: 31,000 New York City fourth 
graders read at Below Basic level last year. When reading The Tale of Desperaux, 
an award-winning story of a mouse on a quest to rescue a beautiful princess, those 
students struggle to interpret the main character’s actions.  
 
In this summer’s primary election, New Yorkers will effectively choose their next 
mayor and the stakes couldn’t be higher for Gotham’s aspiring readers (the city’s 
school system is controlled by the mayor). Here are three things that the city’s next 
mayor should learn from Mississippi and Louisiana about improving literacy. 
 
First, be honest and support struggling readers. Ninety percent of New York parents 
surveyed recently by 50CAN believe their child reads at or above grade level, while 
only 45% of them were proficient on state reading tests last year.   
 
Mississippi doesn’t have this kind of honesty gap. To the contrary, the state 
provides written notice to parents when their kids are reading below grade level and 
are in danger of being held back a year. Schools are required to develop 
Individualized Reading Plans (IRPs) that lay out targeted interventions and tell 
parents how progress will be monitored.  Schools also offer extra time for reading in 
the summer, running camps for 4-6 weeks to help students in small groups. 
Second, empower educators as professionals. Through no fault of their own, 
teachers around the U.S. are not well trained in how to teach reading. Of the 16 
teacher prep programs in New York City, 12 earn a D or F from the latest National 
Council on Teacher Quality reviews. 
 
After the state passed a comprehensive literacy bill in 2013, Mississippi invested 
funds over two years so every elementary teacher in the state could complete a 
two-year sequence of courses in evidence-based reading instruction.  To its credit, 
the state’s teachers’ lobby, the Mississippi Association of Educators, used a 
collaborative approach to get educators to support the shift to evidence-based 
instruction. New York City could do something similar and offer a salary bonus to 
teachers who complete a course certificate.  
 
If policymakers and school leaders in the Big Apple are hesitant to adopt evidence-
based reading as a “red state” reform strategy, they can take solace in the fact that 
rigorous research shows policies to provide intensive literacy coaching have 
improved outcomes at scale in California elementary schools. These investments 
deliver more bang for the buck than stand-alone spending increases.   
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Under the current mayor, NYC Reads phased out the “balanced literacy” program 
by Lucy Calkins of Columbia Teachers College, which had been the main approach 
in city schools for three decades and required every district to choose from one of 
three evidence-based reading programs. Two of them—EL Education and Wit & 
Wisdom-- emphasize reading nonfiction and whole novels throughout the year, a 
rarity in an age of rampant screen time.   
 
While teachers have been offered some professional learning opportunities, 
implementation has been predictably choppy and come under considerable 
criticism. The task in front of teachers is a heavy lift and requires more time for adult 
learning opportunities.   
 
In the Calkins approach 4th graders reading at a 2nd grade level were given books 
from a set at their own level, books they can already read with ease.  Research 
doesn’t support this approach and it inhibits building the vocabulary and 
background knowledge to tackle more difficult texts. As Tim Shanahan of the 
University of Illinois Chicago has said, “We don’t tell basketball players to only 
practice easy shots they can already make 90% of the time—why would we treat 
reading that way?” 
 
The new curriculum rightly insists that students be taught to read in books at their 
grade level.  But unlearning the old ways and developing the skills to teach all 
students how to read complex texts will take years, not months.  Last month in 
these pages, Robert Pondiscio counseled, ‘If we’re serious about raising literacy 
rates we need to sustain this effort across mayors and chancellors.” 
 
Finally, set goals that are meaningful and difficult but achievable.  In a recent New 
York Times essay, former Secretary of Education Arne Duncan was quoted saying, 
“Right now, there are no education goals for the country.” The same can be said in 
New York City.   
 
In 2013, Mississippi’s then Governor Phil Bryant set an improvement goal for the 
state, and his successor continues to discuss reading scores in his annual state of 
the state speech.  No other governor or mayor does this.   
 
An analysis by economists at Georgetown University finds that 70% of the jobs in 
New York will require at least some college. The next mayor could set a goal of 2-
3% growth a year over a decade, ensuring that New Yorkers are equipped with the 
knowledge and skills demanded to have good jobs in the future. 
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New Yorkers take pride in having the best of everything—and often, they do. But 
when it comes to teaching reading, it’s time for humility, and time to learn from 
places that are getting better results. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*An earlier version of this commentary, co-authored with Michael Hartney, was 
published in the New York Post on May 16, 2025. 
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