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My kids entered first grade in the mid-1990s, attending a school that was considered
progressive. As a teacher, I'm all in favor of using the most advanced pedagogical techniques. But
the work my kids brought home confounded me — especially in what the school called “language
arts.”

Each week my kids brought home a spelling list to learn — just as I had done at their age.
But the spelling lists were bizarre — back, after, use, two, how, our, work, first, well, way. These
were just random lists of common words. Back when 1 was in grade school, we learned lists of
words with common patterns — bought, brought, ought, sought, fought, and so on.

One day my daughter showed me a “story” she’d written in class. It was just a few scrawled
lines, and many of the words — even common ones — were misspelled. Fearing the worst, as
parents always do, I dreaded the academic struggles my dyslexic daughter would face. But wait
— the teacher had pasted a gold star and written “Very Good!” on it.

At the next parent-teacher conference, I confronted the instructor about her lax standards.
“Don’t you teach these kids how to spell, how to sound out words?" I asked.

She gave me a forbearing smile that I interpreted as contemptuous. I wasn’t just some parent
railing, “That's not the way they did it back in my day.” I was still a graduate student at the time,
but I considered myself fairly up-to-speed on the latest research in the psychology of language.

“We use a whole language approach,” she explained. “We believe that reading and writing
are natural acts. If you provide enough exposure to print matenal, children will discover the
principles of reading and writing on their own.”

“Why not just teach them how to spell and sound out words?” I asked.

“Phonics puts too much ¢ayemphasis on decoding the written word,” she said. “The whole
language approach is better because the emphasis is on understanding and interpreting texts.”

Never argue with a teacher. She has all the power, even if she’s wrong. We taught our kids
reading and spelling through [ 7 ] at home. Because of our efforts — I'd like to think —
they’re both strong readers and writers as adults.

Some version of the whole language approach is still used in many schools across the U.S,,
( % ) the fact that there’s little scientific support for its effectiveness. It’s a pedagogical
philosophy that contradicts what is already known about human learning and memory processes.

As Australian psychologist John Sweller points out in the most recent issue of Current
Directions in Psychological Science, there are two types of human knowledge, each with its own
set of learning mechanisms. “Primary knowledge” is picked up naturally and effortlessly through

experience and social interactions, while “secondary knowledge™ must be explicitly taught,




Primary knowledge includes all the stuff you need to know to survive as a human. Language
is a perfect example. You aren’t bom knowing English, but (syevolution has honed a set of
learning mechanisms so you can quickly acquire the language of those around you.

It’s true that children “discover” language through experience and social interaction.
However, the fallacy in the “whole language” philosophy is that reading is simply a visual form of
language.

Reading is nof language. Rather, it’s a decoding process that ycyconverts visual symbols into
spoken language. When we learn to read, we pronounce each word out loud. As our skill
improves, we learn to read silently. But that inner voice never goes away, no matter how
proficient we are at reading.

When readers “engage in a text,” they’re not dealing with the printed symbols on the page.
Instead, they’re working with the spoken discourse they’ve recreated in their heads as a result of
decoding that text.

There’s nothing at all natural about leamning to read. It’s a recent cultural invention, with no
time for evolution to hone special learning mechanisms for it. In fact, leaming to read requires
years of effort — and leaming to write even more. It's no different from learning to play a
musical instrument or a sport or a game like chess. All of these are examples of Sweller’s
“secondary knowledge,” in that they’re only acquired through direct instruction.

( A ) explicit phonics training, the text remains indecipherable, and hence
incomprehensible. Children from homes where literacy is valued will eventually work out the
code, mainly with some informal{ 4 ] from their parents. But children from disadvantaged
homes don’t come to school with the tools to “discover” reading. Furthermore, explicit phonics
training helps children with dyslexia gain some level of functional literacy.

[ @ ] drills can certainly be dull, but they don’t have to be. The mission of educators
isn’t to come up with fanciful pedagogies based on wishful thinking. Rather, it’s to find ways to
get students engaged. That way, they'll do the grunt work needed to learn the skills of our culture.
Children won’t “discover” reading through exposure to print any more than I can “pick up” the
piano by listening to my wife play for twenty years.

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/talking-apes/201507/whole-language-or-no-language (— ¥ 3¢(&)

Whole Langueage or No Language? by David Ludden Ph.D)., Psychology Teday, July 10, 20156
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Drug development for Alzheimer’s disease is a graveyard for clinical trials, with more than
120 failures over the past 20 years. The handful of approved treatments only provide modest and
temporary relief for symptoms such as memory loss; none halt the disease’s progress.

Against that gloomy backdrop come provocative results from two high-profile clinical trials,
presented today at the Alzheimer’s Association International Conference in Washington, D.C.
Both trials tested antibodies that latch onto B amyloid, a protein that forms sticky masses in the
brains of people with Alzheimer’s. One reported that the treatment slowed cognitive decline; the
other found that the antibody lowered brain levels of amyloid,[ 7 ] of Alzheimer’s.

The findings, presented at the meeting by biotech companies Biogen and Eli Lilly, provide
some of the first “clear-cut” evidence [ 1 ] targeting the B amyloid protein is a promising
approach to Alzheimer’s treatment, says Dennis Selkoe, 2 neuroscientist at Harvard University
and a major proponent of the so-called amyloid hypothesis. But( & ).

Eli Lilly’s antibody, solanezumab, had failed to show any benefit over placebo in a previous
trial in people with mild-to-moderate Alzheimer’s, as well as Lilly’s own study in 2012. Today,
however, ( v ), which Lilly allowed to continue taking the drug after the 2012 trial ended. A
control group in the original trial that then was started on the drug later showed similar
improvements.

Still, the Lilly study didn’t actually measure amyloid decline, Selkoe notes: “It might go
down, but we don't know that.” Participants in the Lilly trial also failed to show significant
benefit in two other important cognitive tests—a result which “warrants some caution in drawing
firm conclusions from these analyses,” the company acknowledged in a statement. In hopes of
seeing clearer benefits, ( 5 ).

Biogen’s antibody, aducanumab, also has a mixed record. It had set the Alzheimer’s
community abuzz when the company announced positive results from an early stage study. After
administering several different doses of the drug to 166 patients who had been diagnosed with
carly stage Alzheimer’s, the company reported that 27 people who had received the highest dose
of 10 mg per kilogram showed significant cognitive benefits over controls, as well as reduced
levels of protein.

But that dose caused brain swelling and microscopic hemorrhages in some cases, so the
company decided to try a smaller, 6 mg dose. Today, the company reported deflating results from
a follow-up trial: Over 54 weeks, the 6 mg dose failed to show any significant effects on cognition,
although it did reduce levels of amyloid in the brain. The stock market, for one, judged the results
harshly, initially sending the price of Biogen’s shares down after the data came out. Despite the
setback, this year the company will launch an 18-month phase IIT trial with 2700 participants in
the United States, company representative Jeff Sevigny says.



Much rides on the success of these follow-up trials, says neurologist Rakez Kayed of the
University of Texas Medical Branch in Galveston, Texas. “If they fail later and we get another
black eye, that will be tough.” ,

Selkoe argues that the new Biogen data still suggest that other approaches to reducing
amyloid, such as drugs that block the production and transport of molecules that contribute to
amyloid buildup as well as vaccines that prime the immune system to break down plaques, should
be *“vigorously” pursued.

But Kayed cautions that the tantalizing results shouldn’t overshadow other approaches to
Alzheimer’s treatment. Though many researchers now agree that B amyloid is an important trigger
for Alzheimer’s, most also believe that secondary processes, such as the buildup of another
protein called tau, drive the disease in its later stages. “If we go all in on B amyloid and ignore
other therapeutic approaches, that will be devastating,” he says.

http://news.sciencemag.org/health/2015/07/antibody-drugs-alzheimers-stir-hope-and-doubts (—&Rek%s)

From Antibody drugs for Alzheimer's stir hope and doubts by Emily Underwood, AAAS, Jul. 22, 2015. Reprinted
with permission from AAAS.
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(1) the company is currently running a much larger, phase I1I trial, scheduled to end in October

2016, only in people with mild Alzheimer's disease

(2) the company reported that the drug seemed to slow cognitive decline in one standard

measure by roughly 34% in a subset of patients with mild Alzheiraer’s

(3) the small cognitive benefits and the fact that one trial didn’t show any reduction in the

amyloid in people’s brains left plenty of room for skepticism
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(1) Drug development for Alzheimer’s has failed to obtain a significant outcome for 20 years

and today there is still no drug treatment that offers a complete cure.

(2) In the 2012 tral, Lilly’s antibody, solanezumab, showed significant cognitive benefits in
people with mild-to-moderate Alzheimer’s.

(3} The price of Biogen’s stock fell dramatically because a falsification of the data from clinical

trials of the antibody, aducanumab, was revealed.

(4) Disappointed at the data from Biogen’s trials, Selkoe became skeptical of the amyloid

hypothesis and turned to other approaches to Alzheimer’s treatment,

(5) According to Kayed, many researchers agree that although B amyloid is a trigger for

Alzheimer’s, other factors are responsible for its later-stage progression.



