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In politics, policy-
makers often appear 
baffled that spending 
increases alone don’t 
usually change out-
comes. Few seem to 
understand that one 
definition of  insanity is 
doing the same thing 
over and over again 
expecting a different 
result.

The latest example of  
this reality comes in 
Oklahoma’s school sys-
tem, where massive 
spending increases are 
now being used to fund 
a long-used form of  
instruction that experts 
say is doomed to fail-
ure. Yet our public 
schools plow full steam 
ahead with the discred-
ited method, regardless 
of  results or taxpayer 
costs.

Oklahoma Watch 
recently reported that 
in classrooms across 
the state “students are 
taught to read using a 
theory that has been 
discredited by decades 

of  research by brain 
scientists”—the 
“three-cueing theory” 
that formed the basis 
for “whole language” 
learning. Instead of  
being taught pho-
nics-based reading 
instruction, children 
are encouraged to 
guess words based on 
surrounding cues, 
including pictures or 
other words.

The difference 
between phonics-based 
instruction and “three 
cueing” has been com-
pared to the difference 
between knowing how 
to read and knowing 
how to pretend to read.

Test scores show that 
too many children in 
Oklahoma are not 
learning to read. In the 
2018-2019 school year, 61 
percent of  the 53,472 
third-grade students 
tested in Oklahoma 
public schools were 
found to be performing 
below grade level in 
English on state tests.

Over time, such 
results compound and 

turn into bigger prob-
lems. In the worst 
cases, the end result is 
a school-to-prison pipe-
line, as can be seen 
from the very high rate 
of  illiterate people now 
behind bars in 
Oklahoma prisons.

Sadly, Oklahoma’s 
struggles with teaching 
children to read are 
nothing new. In 2008, 
former State Sen. Earl 
Garrison, a Muskogee 
Democrat who had 
been a school adminis-
trator, wrote, “More 
than 20 percent of  our 
state’s population, or 
nearly 400,000 people, 
can’t read.”

Subsequently, a third-
grade reading law gen-
erated notable improve-
ment in a short amount 
of  time, but then law-
makers watered down 
that law to allow chil-
dren to be socially pro-
moted again even if  
they cannot read. That 
took the pressure off  
schools, and results 
have since plummeted 
again.

Then in 2018, policy-
makers told us that 
spending increases 
were needed to improve 
academic results, and 
that tax increases were 
required to boost 
spending. So they 
increased taxes and 
school spending at a 
historic clip, yet the 
most recent academic 
results on state tests 
showed either decline 
or stagnation.

Faced with that reali-
ty, status-quo education 
forces now simply 
respond: Increase our 
spending even more.

But if  additional 
spending pays only to 
maintain a system of  
reading instruction 
that doesn’t teach chil-
dren to read, then 
Oklahoma taxpayers 
will be left in a strange 
position. They’ll be 
hoping they don’t get 
what they paid for.

Jonathan Small 
serves as president of  
the Oklahoma Council 
of  Public Affairs (www.
ocpathink.org).

Getting exactly what we paid for?
By JONATHAN SMALL

Most everyone has 
seen the movie “Wild 
Hogs,” where four mid-
dle-aged men take an 
adventurous motorcy-
cle trip.  

A few years ago, 
three of  my buddies 
and I took a similar 
trip, although our jour-
ney involved some of  
the most beautiful scen-
ery I have ever encoun-
tered, as well as some 
torturously long days 
on the road.

We left Chickasha at 
1 p.m. sharp on a 
Tuesday in September 
2010, two Harleys and 
two Yamahas.  

We zipped down to 
Lawton and then west 
past Altus Air Force 
Base and its huge C-17 
airplanes, making our 
first fuel stop at Hollis.  

Next, we rode 
through the Palo Duro 
Canyon, encountering 
trucks of  sweet smell-
ing silage as we made 
our route past the 
farmlands near Tulia, 
Dimmitt and Clovis, 
New Mexico, before 
stopping at Portales for 
fuel and a break across 
the street from an F-111 
fighter-bomber on 
exhibit in a memorial 
to Vietnam veterans.  

We passed by the 
Eastern New Mexico 
State campus as we left 
town, encountering twi-
light as we crossed 100 
miles of  desert, arriv-
ing at Roswell in the 
dark.  

Turning west, we 
made the final leg of  
the day, arriving in 

Ruidoso about 10 p.m., 
having covered 550 
quick miles.  

We awoke Wednesday 
to discover that in the 
darkness, we had 
entered the southern 
end of  the Rocky 
Mountains!  

The next couple days 
were spent touring the 
Ruidoso area and tak-
ing side trips to 
Cloudcroft and 
Sunspot.  

Early Friday, we 
departed for 
Alamogordo, then rode 
west through the White 
Sands Missile Range, 
site of  the first atomic 
explosion in the sum-
mer of  1945. 

At Las Cruces, we 
turned north, passing 
miles of  pecan 
orchards and huge chili 
fields, finally arriving 
in Hatch, known for its 
world-famous chilies.  

After feeding our-
selves and the bikes, we 
continued north anoth-
er 20 miles before head-
ing west on NM-152, 
which took us through 
some beautiful moun-
tains, lots of  switch-
back curves, beautiful 

forests and past clear 
mountain streams, and 
eventually passing the 
huge copper mine at 
Bayard, where several 
cubic miles of  ore have 
been extracted.  

Arriving at Silver 
City, we caught a few 
tourist destinations 
before heading to a 
lodge about 25 miles 
north of  Silver City 
near Lake Roberts.  

We anticipated a 30 
minute trip; the high-
way was narrow, tortu-
ous, full of  switch-
backs, and the most dif-
ficult riding on the 
entire trip. 

 It took us over an 
hour to cover the 25 
miles, but the Breathe 
Inn Lodge had good 
beds and served deli-
cious sirloin steaks.  
That night, high in the 
mountains and miles 
from city lights, the 
stars were the brightest 
and most beautiful I 
had ever seen.

Refreshed, we took 
off  at daybreak and 
rode northwest to 
Clifton, Arizona, where 
we fueled up before tak-
ing on the trip’s main 
objective, which was 
riding US-191, dubbed 
the Coronado Trail 
Scenic Byway after 
Spanish explorer 
Francisco Coronado, 
who traveled the area 
in search of  gold about 
450 years ago.  

Also called the 
“crookedest highway in 
America,” this stretch 
of  highway runs rough-
ly north and south for 
about 120 miles and has 
about 400 curves, 
twists, turns, switch-
backs, with loose gravel 
and rocks on the pave-

ment, as well as chang-
ing elevation by thou-
sands of  feet several 
times.  

Along the way, we 
encountered searing 
heat as well as sleet 
and rain, finally stop-
ping for a break at an 
alpine lodge called 
Hannigan Meadows.  

We pressed onward 
to Springerville, 
Arizona, and then 
northeast to Quemado, 
New Mexico, and then 
to Grants, where we 
decided to ride east on 
I-40 and spend the night 
in Albuquerque after 
covering almost 700 
miles, and crossing the 
continental divide sev-
eral times.  What a day!  

Sunday morning, we 
scooted east on I-40, 
leaving mountains and 
memories behind as we 
made the 550 mile dash 
home. 

 I nosed the bike into 
the driveway about 6:30 
p.m., having covered a 
little over 2,200 miles 
since we left.  

There is no better 
way to really see 
America than on a 
bike.  Unless you have 
tried it, you simply 
don’t understand; you 
will see and smell 
things you will never 
know about riding in a 
car. Johnny, Mark and 
Fred, it was a great 
ride, never to be forgot-
ten. 

 Live to ride.  Ride to 
live.  
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is a copyrighted column 
by G. W. Thomas; any 
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management of  this 
newspaper.

Making the ride of a lifetime
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