YOUTH SUCCESS MOVEMENT - THE DECLARATION OF FREADOM

The True Science of Reading

What actually happens in the brain when we read — and where
phonics really fits.

A science-based walk through the reading brain, in six steps.



THE BELIEF ALMOST EVERYONE HOLDS

For most people, one equation defines reading.

Phonics Reading

It feels obvious. Sound out the letters, and you can read.
But that is not how a skilled brain actually reads — and confusing the two is a big reason the
reading crisis persists.



SO LET US FOLLOW THE EVIDENCE

Watch what your brain actually does — from light to

meaning.
a Light in a Edges & shapes
Print reflects light into the eye The visual cortex sees lines, not

words

0 Meaning e Working memory
The word ignites its meaning Words are held and joined

The letterbox

A word is recognized as one
pattern

Understanding

Meaning is built and stored



G STEP 1 — LIGHT IN

Reading starts with light, not words.

THE EYE - THE BRAIN

e Print reflects light; a screen emits it. That light
enters the eye.

{ e The eye is a camera, not a reader. It sends
patterns of light and contrast toward the brain.

J ‘ e Nothing has been “read” yet. The work has not
even begun.

The eye takes in light. The brain does the reading.



e STEP 2 — EDGES & SHAPES

The brain first sees lines, not words.

PRIMARY VISUAL CORTEX (V1) - OCCIPITAL LOBE

e The signal travels to the primary visual cortex (V1)
at the very back of the brain.

e Here the brain detects edges, curves, angles and
contrast — the raw ingredients of letters.

e Still no words. Just shapes, being assembled.

The brain builds letters out of lines.



e STEP 3 — THE LETTERBOX

A whole word is recognized —
instantly.

VISUAL WORD FORM AREA - THE BRAIN’S
“LETTERBOX”

e Inasmall spotin the left occipitotemporal region
— the Visual Word Form Area — the brain
recognizes a familiar word as a single visual
pattern.

e It happensin about a fifth of a second, from
memory. No sounding out.

e This is the neural home of sight-word reading.

This is where a word becomes a word.



e STEP 4 — MEANING

The word ignites its meaning.

SEMANTIC NETWORK - TEMPORAL LOBE +
ANGULAR GYRUS

e The recognized pattern instantly activates the
word’s meaning across a network centered in the
temporal lobe.

e Word-form links straight to meaning — no detour
through sound required for a known word.

e Recognition and meaning, fused in memory.

Pattern —» meaning, with nothing sounded out.



STEP 5 — WORKING MEMORY

Words are held together long enough
to mean something.

WORKING MEMORY - FRONTAL LOBE

e As each word’s meaning arrives, working memory
in the frontal lobe holds the thread.

e |t keeps words in mind while the next ones are

recognized — building a phrase, a sentence, an
idea.

e If recognition is slow or effortful, this is where
O comprehension breaks down.

Reading is a memory act from start to finish.



e STEP 6 — UNDERSTANDING

Meaning is built — and stored.

COMPREHENSION NETWORK + HIPPOCAMPUS

e The brain weaves the words’ meanings into
understanding — a mental model of what the text
IS saying.

e Long-term memory (hippocampus - cortex)
stores it, so it can be recalled and used later.

e This — not word-calling — is what a reading test
actually measures.

This is reading.



THE WHOLE CHAIN, IN ONE PICTURE

This is reading.

1. Light - eye - visual
cortex

2. Word recognized in the
letterbox

Light - pattern -

3. Meaning activated memory - meaning.

4. Held in working memory

5. Understood and stored



NOW, THE QUESTION THAT CHANGES EVERYTHING

Did you notice what was missing?

In the entire chain from light to meaning, the brain never sounded out a word.

Skilled reading is instant recognition from memory, going straight to meaning. “Sounding out”
only appears when we hit a word we do not yet know — and in that moment, we have stopped
reading and started learning the word.



THE MEMORY TRUTH

Every word you read is a sight word.

You are not decoding this sentence. You are recognizing it — each word retrieved whole,
from memory, in a fraction of a second.

A skilled reader recognizes essentially every word on sight. Memory, not phonics, does
the heavy lifting.



THE REAL QUESTION

So how did all those words get into the letterbox?

If skilled reading is instant recognition from memory — then the real work of learning to read
is getting each word stored in memory in the first place. How does that happen? By drilling
phonics rules? Or by something more interesting?



HOW A WORD GETS STORED

Mapping: bonding spelling, sound, and meaning

[ SPELLING

the letters, in order

The first few times a child meets a word in real
reading, the brain bonds its spelling, its sound,
and its meaning into a single memory.

S_OUND ] one word Phonics can help crack the word open the first
now It pronounced J stored in memory time — but what locks it into memory is
meaning and repeated, meaningful encounters.

After roughly one to four meetings in real text,
[ MEANING the word is mapped — and from then on, it is

what it refers to instant.




SO WHERE DOES PHONICS FIT?

Phonics is the on-ramp — but an unreliable one.

18 of 45 ~459% 1in5

common phonics rules work at least how often “when two vowels go of the 10,000 most common words are
75% of the time (Clymer, 1963) walking” actually holds reliably “regular”

English spelling is too opaque for phonics rules to be a dependable path. Phonics can get a child onto the
road — but it cannot map the words for them, and it cannot drive the car.



NOT THE VILLAIN — AND NOT THE SAVIOR

The right dose, and the wrong dose

When phonics helps

e Taught early, briefly, and explicitly
e Gives a child a strategy to attack an unfamiliar word

e Supports spelling and cracking words open the first
time

e Serves mapping — then gets out of the way

When too much phonics hurts

e Endless drilling long after it is needed
e “Decodable” texts that are boring and nonsensical
e Drilling children who can already read

e Time stolen from meaning, vocabulary, knowledge —
and joy



WHAT ACTUALLY BUILDS READERS

The real foundation of reading
A ready brain — attention, memory, processing — built early, at home
Rich language & knowledge — vocabulary and background that make words mean something

Real, meaningful reading — the encounters that map words into memory

Memory & meaning — the systems that do the actual reading

Phonics, in its place — early, brief, and modest — one small tool

Phonics is the smallest brick — not the foundation.



WHAT THIS MEANS FOR PRACTICE

[f reading is memory and meaning, then...

Teach phonics early, briefly, and well — then flood children with meaningful text.

Build vocabulary and knowledge deliberately; they are not extras, they are reading.
Measure comprehension, not just decoding speed. A fast word-caller is not yet a reader.

Build brain readiness — especially where poverty has thinned the foundation.



Reading is not what the mouth
does with letters.

It is what the mind does with memory-

Youth Success Movement - The Declaration of fREADom - #fREADom
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