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The Power of Literacy
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A Perfect Storm:
Angst Over Literacy + Public Schools

Low Test 
Scores

Book Bans Pedogogy



Early Literacy Panics and First 
Calls for Schools in the US

"It being one chief project of that old deluder Satan

to keep men from the knowledge of 

Scriptures...It is therefore ordered, that

the 

every

township in this jurisdiction, after the Lord hath

increased them to the number of fifty households,

shall then forthwith appoint one within their town to

teach all such children... It is further ordered that

when any town shall increase to the number of 100

families, they shall set up a grammar school."

Massachusetts'OldDeluderSatanLaw,1647



New England Primer, 1690



Laws Banning 
Literacy for 

Enslaved and Free 
African Americans



Risking Everything for Literacy

" O n c e y o u l e a r n to read, y o u  

wil l forever b e free."

Narrat ive of t h e L i fe of 

F r e d e r i c k D o u g l a s s , a n  

A m e r i c a n Slave, W r i t t e n b y  

H i m s e l f (1845)



The Fight for 
Literacy and 
Schools for 
Democracy



Teacher and students in a segregated school
Georgia, 1941



Literacy Debates: Fighting to Control 
How Kids Understand Their World



Virginia Literacy Act

Core literacy 

instruction

Evidence-

based 

instruction

Reading

specialists

District-wide 

plans

“Like children across the nation, Virginia’s children are in the midst of a

literacy crisis. Across the Commonwealth, one in three kindergarten to

second grade students are reading below benchmark, and far too many

third graders are not passing their Reading SOL. This impacts students

for years to come; students who are not proficient in reading by the end

of third grade are four times more likely to drop out of high school than

proficient readers.”

Starting 2024-2025

Educator 

Preparation 

Requirements



Literacy Debates & The Retreat to the Margins

LITERACY 
INSTRUCTION

Public School 
Funding

Teacher 
ShortagesPolitics



ACTION STEPS FOR EVERY RICHMONDER

• Learn about the Virginia Literacy Act 

• Reach out to your legislators to encourage budgetary support for better literacy outcomes

• Advocate for the civic value of well-resourced and equitable neighborhood public schools

• Read aloud to children and encourage others to do the same

• Partner with schools and teachers to advance literacy

• Volunteer at your local library or a literacy-focused nonprofit
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