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Traffic Hot Spots 
‘Road Closed’ barricades back up on 

Omaha’s Grover Street. Midlands

From rodeo to military
A bull rider ditched the rodeo for 

the Air Force and became an Offutt 
hall-of-famer. Midlands 

LAUREN WAGNER
World-Herald Staff Writer 

The Omaha Public Schools 
uses a reading intervention pro-
gram to help struggling students 
that schools in Nebraska and 
elsewhere dropped amid ques-
tions about whether it is effec-
tive.

The Omaha district in 2022 
implemented Reading Recovery, 
a one-on-one tutoring program 
for first graders, at three of its 
lowest-performing elementary 
schools, all located in North 
Omaha. The first year produced 
few achievement gains, based on 
OPS numbers, but officials said 
they hope to see improvement as 
the program develops and even 
expands to more schools.

The program has been around 
since the 1980s. It has come un-
der scrutiny because researchers 
say it includes an instructional 
method that teaches children 
poor reading habits. At least 10 
states have banned that meth-

od’s use, although not the pro-
gram itself.

Besides OPS, few, if any, Ne-
braska districts use Reading Re-

covery, according to the Nebraska 
Department of Education. In 
fact, some districts, including 
the Lincoln Public Schools, have 

abandoned the program because 
they have shifted to reading in-
struction that cognitive scien-
tists believe are more effective.

Based on research into the sci-
ence of reading, many states, in-
cluding Nebraska, now empha-
size an approach called “struc-
tured literacy.” This is systemic 
way of teaching reading skills, 
explicitly based on a body of re-
search about how humans learn 
to read and how reading should 

OPS uses reading program despite criticism

OMAHA PUBLIC SCHOOLS VIDEO/SCREENSHOT BY NIKOS FRAZIER, THE WORLD-HERALD 

In this screenshot of an Omaha Public Schools video taken from 
a Board of Education meeting on Oct. 18, 2021, Minne Lusa 
Elementary School student Alice participates in a Reading Recovery 
lesson with an instructor.

JULIE ANDERSON
World-Herald Staff Writer 

Dr. Jeffrey Gold may be known 
to many Nebraskans for having led 
two of the University of Nebras-
ka’s Omaha campuses, but he’s 
also no stranger to the more rural 
parts of the state.

Last week, Gold, who is cur-
rently chancellor 
of the Univer-
sity of Nebraska 
Medical Center, 
was tapped as the 
regents’ pick to 
become the next 
president of the 
NU system. A day 
earlier, however, 
he and other top 
UNMC officials were in Scotts-
bluff meeting with hospital exec-
utives, area educators and com-
munity leaders.

During his Panhandle visit, 
Gold and Mel McNea, CEO of 
Regional West Health Services, 
signed an agreement that will al-
low more health professions’ stu-
dents to complete clinical training 
rotations at area facilities. It’s one 
of a series of deals UNMC is ink-
ing with hospitals across the state.

Also along for the ride was a 
steel beam that will top off a new 
$95 million health education fa-
cility in Kearney. It’s been trav-
eling the state this spring, giving 
Nebraskans an opportunity to 
sign a piece of the structure that 
will allow for expanded health 
professions education programs 
at the University of Nebraska at 
Kearney, which will be adminis-
tered by UNMC. 

While the phrase predates his 
tenure, Gold frequently reminds 
audiences that UNMC is a “500-
mile campus.” Although its pri-
mary site is in Omaha, UNMC also 
has campuses in Kearney, Lincoln, 
Norfolk and Scottsbluff-Gering. 

“That’s our mantra,” said Dr. 
Dele Davies, UNMC’s senior vice 
chancellor for academic affairs 

Gold’s work 
on education, 
health care 
spans state

CHRIS MACHIAN, THE WORLD-HERALD 

Robert Jones throws down a dunk to the delight of the pro-Iowa State crowd, which watched Saturday night at CHI Health Center 
as the second-seeded Cyclones beat No. 7 Washington State 67-56. With the win, Iowa State reached the Sweet 16 for the second 
time in three seasons. More NCAA tournament coverage in Sports

READING LESSONS
With low reading scores con-
tinuing across Nebraska, The 
World-Herald is investigating 
why some Nebraska students 
are struggling to learn to read 
and what can be done to im-
prove student outcomes.

This is the fourth story in the 
series.
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READING RECOVERY
reading recovery was devel-
oped in the 1970s by Marie 
clay, a new Zealand educator 
and psychologist, before it was 
implemented in the u.S. in the 
1980s. The program is an inter-
vention for first graders who 
struggle with reading.

In 2010, reading recovery was 
awarded a $55 million grant 
from the u.S. department of 
Education to be implemented 
across the nation. More than 2 
million children have partici-
pated in the program.

reading recovery teachers 
provide daily 30-minute, one-
on-one tutoring lessons for 
12 to 20 weeks. Each lesson 
begins with re-reading familiar 
books, followed by word and 
letter work, story composition, 
assembling a cut-up sentence, 
and previewing and reading 
a new book. The program 
uses leveled books, meaning 
students will advance to more 
complex text as they progress.

 MAIN NEWS 

be taught.
That’s a shift away from an ap-

proach known as “balanced liter-
acy,” in which phonics, decoding 
and spelling may be taught in les-
sons, but the skills typically are 
not emphasized and rarely taught 
systematically. Students are some-
times encouraged to use word 
analogies and pictures or context 
to guess words.

Cognitive scientists have found 
that people who rely on context to 
identify words become poor read-
ers, especially in later grades.

Nebraska has been focusing on 
the science of reading in the last few 
years — from incorporating it into 
teacher colleges, elementary curric-
ulum and even this year’s legislative 
session — as a way to improve the 
state’s reading scores. State test data 
from the 2022-23 school year shows 
just 55% of fourth graders statewide 
met grade-level standards in En-
glish language arts.

OPS, where only 37% of fourth 
graders met those standards, has a 
basic curriculum based on struc-
tured literacy. However, two years 
ago, it added Reading Recovery as 
one of its supplemental interven-
tions for early readers who struggle. 
Miki Holbeck, coordinator of early 
literacy for OPS, said Reading Re-
covery is part of improvement plans 
in Belvedere, Minne Lusa and Fon-
tenelle Elementary Schools. Cen-
tral Park, another OPS elementary, 
added the program in August.

75% who finished program 
made few gains 

OPS is spending $358,000 on 
Reading Recovery for the 2023-24 
school year, according to officials. 

OPS teachers in schools that use 
it identify struggling first graders 
to take part in Reading Recovery 
based on their year-end kindergar-
ten assessments. Each student then 
meets one-on-one with a Reading 
Recovery teacher for 30 minutes ev-
ery day for 12 to 20 weeks. Reading 
Recovery teachers go through spe-
cialized training to be able to teach 
the program.

But during the district’s first year 
of implementation in 2022-23, stu-
dents in the Reading Recovery pro-
gram did not improve their reading 
very much.

Just four of the 32 students who 
completed the program reached 
grade-level standards while another 
four made gains but not enough to 
catch up with their class.

The remaining 24 students — 75% 
of those who completed the program 
— made much less progress and will 
need ongoing intervention. Sixteen 
others either didn’t complete the 
program or moved schools before 
they finished. 

OPS officials said they expect 
this year’s results to be better. Na-
tionwide, roughly 72% of students 
who complete the program achieve 
grade-level standards, according to 
the Reading Recovery Council of 
North America.

“I really wasn’t sure what to ex-
pect with it being the first year,” said 
Holbeck, the Omaha district’s early 
literacy coordinator. “(There’s also) 
the staffing shortage in Omaha Pub-
lic Schools, so some of our Reading 
Recovery teachers were actually 
covering classrooms in addition to 
being Reading Recovery teachers. 
But this is baseline data. We’re ex-
cited about our journey.”

Critics of Reading Recovery say 
they think the program itself is 
flawed. While it teaches phonics, 
they say, children don’t receive 
enough explicit and systematic in-
struction in how to decode words.

Moreover, a main critique is 
that Reading Recovery uses the 
“three-cueing” method, named for 
the three different sources of infor-
mation that teachers tell students 
to use: context or pictures; the way 
words are arranged; and letters or 
parts of words.

In three-cueing, when students 
encounter difficult words, they are 
often prompted with questions like 
“Does it look right?” “Does it sound 
right?” “Does it make sense?” 

Such prompts “can be appropri-
ate in other instructional contexts, 
such as when a student is encour-

aged to use illustrations to support 
deeper comprehension of stories, 
but they are not effective strategies 
or prompts for teaching students to 
read words on a page,” according to a 
Louisiana Department of Education 
article.

Three-cueing is the reason why 
the Lincoln Public Schools dropped 
Reading Recovery in 2021, said 
Takako Olson, director of curric-
ulum and instruction. The district 
had used the program for more than 
a decade before switching to an in-
tervention within its new Amplify 
CKLA curriculum, which is based 
more on structured literacy.

“We wanted to move in the di-
rection of not grouping students by 
a text level, but instead really focus-
ing on what literacy skill they really 
needed, and particularly on the pho-
nics and phonemic awareness skills,” 
Olson said. “We did not want to do 
three-cueing anymore, which is part 
of Reading Recovery.”

Some states are even banning 
learning material that contains 
three-cueing. After Ohio banned 
the approach last year, the Reading 
Recovery Council of North America 
filed a lawsuit against the state.

OPS’s Holbeck said whenever she 
reads critiques of Reading Recovery, 
she wonders if the critics have ever 
observed a lesson.

“There’s so much phonics and 
phonological awareness in every 
Reading Recovery lesson, and so I 
read sometimes these other ideas 
about Reading Recovery, and I think 
it’s just not what I see,” Holbeck said.

Program often helps at 
first, but success fades 

Each Reading Recovery tutoring 

lesson begins with re-reading fa-
miliar books, followed by word and 
letter work, story composition, as-
sembling a cut-up sentence, and 
previewing and reading a new book, 
according to the Reading Recovery 
Council. Books are divided by level, 
and students advance to the next 
level in the program once they suc-
ceeded with their work.

In Lincoln, the district saw many 
students succeed with Reading Re-
covery, but they weren’t as success-
ful in reading in later grades, said 
Lisa Oltman, K-6 English language 
arts curriculum specialist for LPS.

“When students are reading on 
primary level texts, it can be pretty 
successful because you’re also look-
ing at the picture or meaning, you’re 
thinking about what would sound 
right,” Oltman said. “When you get 
to fourth grade, that text is much 
more complex and there aren’t as 
many pictures. That’s where you 
really have to rely on those strong 
decoding skills to figure out what 
those words are.”

A national study of Reading Re-
covery that began in 2011 found 
a substantial boost in reading 
achievement for first graders. How-
ever, a follow-up study presented in 
2022 found that Reading Recovery 
students subsequently fell behind 
again and by fourth grade were far 
worse readers than other low-per-
forming students who didn’t receive 
the tutoring.

“As we look at what the research 

says, what we have decided is: ‘Wow 
— if we stop using three-cueing and 
Reading Recovery and instead use 
a structured literacy approach, fo-
cused on phonemic awareness and 
phonics skills, we are positioning 
our students much better going into 
the third, fourth and fifth grades,’” 
Oltman said.

OPS school board members 
viewed an example of a Reading Re-
covery lesson in October 2021, be-
fore implementing the program. In 
the video, the three-cueing prompts 
are written in the teacher’s notes 
while working with a first grader. 
The teacher also uses a book’s illus-
trations to guide the student while 
reading, asking if certain aspects of 
the images make sense with the text.

Holbeck said that the 2021 video 
is outdated and that the district’s 
program no longer uses some prac-
tices like the prompts that were 
shown.

“As our teachers were being 
trained, they may have been using 
some reading supports on students 
that we are shifting away from,” 
Holbeck said.

Holbeck said Reading Recovery 
works perfectly with OPS’s English 
language arts curriculum, which is 
based on the science of reading. She 
said the program doesn’t teach stu-
dents to guess words.

“I don’t know anything about 
Lincoln Public Schools and their 
choices or what they’re doing cur-
ricularly. But I do believe Reading 
Recovery was around before the 
term balanced literacy became so 
popular,” Holbeck said, adding that 
the program is only a supplemental 
intervention. “It does not replace 
the explicit and systematic, whole 
group instruction that students 
are getting from their classroom 
teacher.”

OPS’s goal is to expand the pro-
gram to two other elementary 
schools — Liberty and Castelar — 
but Holbeck said there currently 
aren’t enough teachers to do so. 

The Nebraska Department of Ed-
ucation doesn’t have any concerns 
with OPS using the program, said 
spokesman David Jespersen.

“That program is used primar-
ily as an added curriculum, and 
we think that’s how OPS is us-
ing it too,” Jespersen said. “This 
would be an intervention to help 
specific students, a supplemen-
tal program. As such it has been 
shown to be successful in many 
studies. We haven’t seen any-
thing that would call it harmful. 
It can be expensive and there 
might be other interventions that 
are becoming more popular and 
effective.”
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In this screenshot of an Omaha Public Schools video taken from a 
Board of Education meeting on Oct. 18, 2021, Minne Lusa Elementary 
School student Alice participates in a Reading Recovery lesson with 
an instructor.

PETER SMITH AND TIFFANY 
STANLEY

Associated Press 

Since the start of his po-
litical career, Donald Trump 
has played on stereotypes 
about Jews and politics.

He told the Republican 
Jewish Coalition in 2015 that 
“you want to control your 
politicians” and suggested 
the audience used money to 
exert control. In the White 
House, he said Jews who vote 
for Democrats are “very dis-
loyal to Israel.”

Two years ago, the for-
mer president hosted two 
dinner guests at his Florida 
residence who were known 
to make virulent antisemitic 
comments.

So when Trump charged 
that Jewish Democrats were 
being disloyal to their faith 
and Israel this week, that had 
many American Jews taking 
up positions behind now-fa-
miliar political lines.

Trump opponents accuse 
him of promoting antise-
mitic tropes while his de-
fenders suggest he made a 
fair political point.

Jonathan Sarna, Ameri-
can Jewish history professor 
at Brandeis University, said 
Trump is capitalizing on 
tensions in the Jewish com-
munity.

To many Jewish leaders 
in a demographic that has 
overwhelmingly identified as 
Democratic, Trump’s latest 
comments promoted harm-
ful antisemitic stereotypes, 
painting Jews as having di-
vided loyalties. His remarks 
also implied that there’s only 
one right way to be Jewish re-
ligiously.

“That escalation of rhet-
oric is so dangerous, so di-
visive and so wrong,” said 
Rabbi Rick Jacobs, president 
of the Union for Reform Ju-
daism, the largest U.S. Jewish 
religious denomination.

But Matt Brooks, CEO 
of the Republican Jewish 

Coalition, said the former 
president’s comments must 
be heard in context of the 
Israel-Gaza war and Demo-
cratic criticisms of the state 
of Israel.

Trump “was giving voice 
to things I get asked about 
multiple times a day,” Brooks 
said. “How can Jews remain 
Democrats in light of what 
is going on?” He contended 
the Democratic Party is “no 
longer the pro-Israel bastion 
it used to be.”

More than 31,800 Pal-
estinians have been killed 
in the Israeli offensive that 
followed Hamas’ Oct. 7 at-
tack on southern Israel, in 
which militants killed about 
1,200 people and took about 
250 hostages. Israel leveled 
much of northern Gaza and 
officials warn that famine is 
imminent.

Senate Majority Leader 
Chuck Schumer, D-N.Y., 
the country’s highest-rank-
ing Jewish official, recently 
sharply criticized Israeli 
Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu’s handling of the 
war in Gaza. Schumer called 
for new elections in Israel 
and warned the civilian toll 
was damaging Israel’s global 
standing.

“Any Jewish person that 
votes for Democrats hates 
their religion,” Trump re-
torted Monday on a talk 
show. “They hate everything 
about Israel.”

A cascade of Jewish voices, 
from Schumer to the An-
ti-Defamation League to 
religious leaders, denounced 
Trump’s statement.

Jeffrey Herf, an antisemi-
tism expert at the University 
of Maryland, disagrees with 
Schumer but believes most 
Democrats support Israel — 
and he said a second Biden 
term would be better for it 
than a second Trump one.

“If (Trump) loses the 2024 
election, his comments 
prepare the way for blam-

ing the Jews for his defeat,” 
Herf said. “The clear result 
would be to fan the flames of 
antisemitism and assert that, 
yet again, the Jews are guilty.”

Sarna saw Trump as trying 
to appeal to politically con-
servative Jews, particularly 
the Orthodox segment, who 
see Trump as a defender of 
Israel.

About 10% of U.S. Jews are 
immigrants, according to a 
2020 Pew Research Center 
report. Sarna said significant 
numbers are conservative.

Sarna said that while it 
may seem odd to focus so 
much attention on subsec-
tions of a minority popula-
tion, “elections in America 
are very close, and every vote 
counts.”

Democrats face tension 
between their Jewish con-
stituency, which is predom-
inantly pro-Israel, and its 
progressive wing, which is 
more pro-Palestinian.

Conservative commenta-
tor Ben Shapiro, who prac-
tices Orthodox Judaism, said 
Tuesday on his podcast that 
the Democratic Party “over-
looks antisemitism” within 
its ranks. Trump’s policy of 
supporting “Netanyahu and 
the settler agenda only en-
dangered Palestinians and 
Israelis and made peace more 
difficult to achieve,” Jacobs 
said.

Trump pursued policies 
that were popular among 
American Christian Zionists 
and Israeli religious nation-
alists, including moving the 
U.S. Embassy to Jerusalem 
and supporting Jewish set-
tlements in occupied terri-
tories. His daughter Ivanka 
is a convert to Orthodox Ju-
daism, and her husband and 
their children are Jewish. The 
couple worked as high-pro-
file surrogates to the Jewish 
community during Trump’s 
administration.

Trump’s core supporters 
include White evangelicals. 

Prominent evangelicals who 
support Zionism have been 
criticized for inflammatory 
statements about Jewish 
people.

In the 2020 election, 69% 
of Jewish voters in 2020 
supported Biden, while 30% 
backed Trump, according 
to AP VoteCast, an elector-
ate survey conducted with 

NORC at the University of 
Chicago; 73% of Jewish vot-
ers said Trump was too toler-
ant of extremist groups.

Rabbi Jill Jacobs, CEO of 
rabbinic human rights orga-
nization T’ruah, said Trump 
has no business dictating 
who’s a good Jew.

“By insinuating that good 
Jews will vote for the party 

that is best for Israel, Trump 
is evoking the age-old an-
tisemitic trope of dual loyalty 
— an accusation that Jews are 
more loyal to their religion 
than to their country, and 
therefore can’t be trusted,” 
she said. “Historically, this 
accusation has fueled some 
of the worst antisemitic vi-
olence.”

US Jews upset with Trump’s rhetoric

Reading
From A1

Nebraska Orthopaedic Hospital, LLC and OrthoWest, LLC are each operating under the name
OrthoNebraska. For more information, visit OrthoNebraska.com/legal.
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HIP & KNEE PAIN,
including non-surgical & surgical treatment options,

such as robotic-assisted knee replacement.

FREE Knee & Hip Pain Seminars
with Joshua Urban, MD

MARCH 26 from 5-6 pm
Location: OrthoNebraska Oakview

(144th & West Center)

APRIL 30 from 5-6 pm
Location: OrthoNebraska Oakview

(144th & West Center)

MAY 28 from 5-6 pm
Location: OrthoNebraska Oakview

(144th & West Center)


