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And he noted the importance of looking at school absences in the early grades as a way to identify the children who 
need extra help. “We know in pre-k and k who our students most at risk are, those students who are missing, 15, 20, 
25 days a year,” he said. “We know right there if we don't intervene, these are our future dropouts. If you get 90 
percent on a test, you're doing pretty good.  If your attendance is 90 percent in an 180-day year you are missing 18 
days of school, nearly a month.” 
 
Duncan’s comments came before an audience of foundation leaders, nonprofit providers and children’s advocates 
who have come together as the Campaign for Grade-level Reading. 

The campaign is a collaborative effort to ensure that all students, particularly low-income children, reach the critical 
milestone of reading proficiency by the end of 3rd grade. Currently two thirds of U.S. fourth graders don’t reach that 
benchmark; among poor children, the proportion is higher than four fifths. 

Children who don’t learn to read well by that point often never catch up, exacerbating the achievement gap with their 
peers. They are more likely to drop out of high school and less likely to attend college. The campaign seeks to 
create a birth-to-3rd-grade continuum of services and support for that will put many more children on track for long-
term success. 

“If we are going to move the needle on student achievement we have to have a big result that is important, 
consequential, ambitious and achievable," said Ralph Smith, executive vice president of the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation and a leader in the Campaign. "Reading by third grade is that." 

### 

 
The Campaign is a collaborative effort by dozens of funders across the nation to: close the gap in reading 
achievement that separates many low-income students from their peers; raise the bar for reading proficiency so 
that all students are assessed by world-class standards; and ensure that all children, including and especially 
children from low-income families, have an equitable opportunity to meet those higher standards. For more 
information, visit www.gradelevelreading.net. 

  

 


