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USING i.t.a. IN BEGINNING READING (UNITED STATES)

The question of how best to teach children to read and o
write English has produced much controversy cver the 39&r3.
Out of contemporary controversy have come many_prpposlls.
each advocating different approaches and programs;.each
chéllenging conventional materials, methods, and practices.
One of the most unique of these innovations, and one thét
1s generating much interest in educational circles, is the

Initlal Teaching Alphabet (i.t.a.).

At thls point, 1t seems almost suverfluous to describe

this new_aiphabet. l.t.a. 15 so widely used in the United

States, in England, in Canads, in Australia, in New Zealand--

1ﬁAother words, throughout the English-speaking world--that
a surprising number of people, in and outside the profession,

are famlliar with Sir James Pltman{s alphabet and the prih-

ey

e

ciples on which it 1s based.
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Nature of 1.t.a,
Briefly, 1.t.a. is a forty-four character alphabet

using our conventional lower-case ealphsbet (excluding q
and x) plus a number of augmentations. Its purpose is
quite simple: it 1s designed to make the decoding aspects
of the learning-to-read process simpler and more rational
by regularlzing the symbol-to-sound relatlonshlp; Its
goal 1s to asslist the beginner in acquiring the skills
necessary to read conventional print profilciently. 1.t.a.

1s distinguished from other phonemically~- or phonetically-

consistent English alphabets in that 1t was clearly and

criginally conceived by 1its inventor to be & transitional

learning élphabet. to be used only during the beginning
stages of learning to read and write English. It is to be

discarded once fluency 1s achieved, the time when the '

learner meets our itraditional orthogravhy (T.0.) &t a
level of lingulstic competency that pvermits him to deal
with 1t efficlently ahd meaningfully. By using twenty-
four of our twenty-six lower-case Roman characters, adding
fourteen additional symbols which are dlgraphic coﬁb&nations _ P
of famillar'éharacters, and by adding only a few speclalized A
symbols, Pitman has reiterated the relatlionshlp between |
i.t.a. and traditional orthography.

Pitman has done more than produce a set of alphabatic

aymbols. He has also established a number of spelling rules .
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which are an integral part of his oconception. In other unrdl. =

the i.t.a. characters gng the spellings cf words in i.t.a.
were created by Fitman to correlate very closely with
conventional orthography in order to facllitate!transition
at a later stage. Plitman developed the 1.t.a. medium to
meet head-on the orthographic problems created by what
Coleridge called, 13§ years ago, "our lying alphabet.”
Why our "lying"alphebet? Because the English alphabet
contains too few letters to encode the phonemes of English
speech on a one-to-one basis. In addition, our capricious
English spelling contributes to the disrelationship between
the graphic representetions of words and their speech
equlvalents, |
A few examples should 1llustrate the disparity between

. sounds and sjmbols in English orthography:

(1) The letter "s" represents different phonémes

in bus, hls, gure, treagure. The combination of
letters "one" aisnifiés a different sound in each
of the following Wwords: one, done, bope, gope.

(2) The same phoneme can be represented bj a var;éty
of cha;acteis or graphemlc units; e.g., right, gh‘&g.
‘buy, by, I. exe., gheir. sisle, aye. island, eto.

(3) Since ouf alphabet does not proiide-lndivtdual
symbols for some of the phenemes df English, ocomplex

combinations of letters must be used to represent.




these aounds: for example, the initial 50“04 13"”i

slow, cheege, the, thiock. oil, sMful. ete:
(4) Spelling in conventional orthsy

nct always consistently represent the left-to-
right sequence of our phonemes: kjte, lake, pete,

adke., same, etc.
The rationale underlying i.t.2. i1s that the easiest

and moat rational approach to leerning to read is to start
with a simplified ahd‘rcllable alphabetic medium which
'~approx1mates T.0. It Ls’Pltman's contention that 1.t.a.
reduces, and to a large extent eliminates, a number of the
unnecessary orthographic difficulties of sonventional
print by circumventing them in the initlal learning stages;
When the learner has progressed to the point at which he
can read fluently and wilth adequate comprehension, he
fransfers his skl}ls to reading in conventional print,
It was essential that the designer strike a delicate
balance between two conflioting considerations: the need
for a simple and oconsistent elphsbet that would serve the
learner effectively during the initial learning period,
and the necessity for visualkcompaﬁibillty with word
forms in conventional orthography (with all their incon-
sistencies) to make transition as effortless as pcsaiblo.
The single most importent characteristic of 1 t.a.'s
design 18, therefore, that it represents a carefully-
welghed compromise between a perfect phonemio alphabcfj
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(which i.t.a. is not) and the praditional alphabot and ita'.
spelling. Sir James' selection of the nuﬁber and forms of
augmentations required to design a simple and effectiwve
reading alphabet and his choice of spelling principles
were formulated in the light of hls analysis of the phoneme-
grapheme,relatiohships'of our conventional graphic system.
Unlike traditional orthography, with its frequently mis-
leading and variabile print-sound relationships, each of
the forty=-four 1.t;ag characters carries a single consist-
ent sound value and the alphabet contains enough characters
to represent the significant phonemes of spoken English,
A comprehenslve lingulstic analysls of 1i.t.a. 18 not
appropriate here; I understand that a forthcoming book by
Sir James Pitman will provide a complete review of this
and related issues. However, certailn misconceptions about
i.t.a. should be dealt with:
| i.t.a. 1s not a phgggggg,alphabet.

i.t.a. 15 not a pure phonemic albhabet.

l.t.a. 13 not a pethod for teaching reading.

1.t.a. is not en insidious atiempt at spelling

As 1ts name 1mp11eé. i.t.a. is a learning alphabet and

its spellings, designed to rationalize the decoding process
at the same time that 1t provides a firm foundation for
easy transition to the orthography the child will use for
the rest of his life.
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i 3 What has been most.conruslns in any discussion of
1.t.a. 18 the common fallure to distinguish between the
alphabet as an orthographic mediuﬁ and the methodology
employing 1t to_toach reading. The fact vemains that :
i.t.a. 18 a medium. Like our orthodox alphabet and |
orthography, 1t can be used well or badly, sensibly or = .
not, with or without good teaching. |

In beginning reading, 1.t.a. will be uaed‘acoord1n3|:
to the perceptions of the user. The teaeher has ths sane
variety of options as there are when teaching reading
with the conventlional alphabet. In other words, any

‘method or combiination of methods proven successful in
teaching reading with the orthodox alphabet can be used

' . with 1i.t.a. .

One-option is simply to transliterate any basal
reading program, utilizing the new alphabet for whatever
benefits accrue. Indeed, perhaps because of the need
for aamparabiiity in an experimental situation. this 1s
what was done origihally in Great Britain. The chlldion
in the experimental i.t.e. classes used the Japet and
John basal reading series, a British version of our
familiar Alice and Jerry readers. A number of British
publishers have produced i.t.a. reading programs in this
uiy; that ia, the intgrtala_arg cinpiy}trugal;terations
of thalf‘boaks’originélly in trndicadﬁgl.dffhngruphz{"if'

o 8
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and the methodology and the rationale are, inevitably,
] . the same as those for the original editions. At least

one leading American publisher has also chosen this

option. The question that arises about these "instant"

i.t.a. books (books that are created simply by changing'
the print) is whether these books exploit the benefits of
1.t.a. since their rationale was based on-the requirements
of'tradztional orthﬁgraphy. While, to quote the British
Times Educational Supplement (February 3, 1967), "It is

not surprising . ¢ o that most publications 1in 1.t.a. are

reprints of material 1&sued in T.0."; one may note, along

with the Times Educational Supplement, that "if 1.t.a.
really mekes a differnnce then the way has been cleared to

deslign a more exhllarating approach to early reading.™

A second option is to prodﬁce new materials which

follow the precepts established for traditional basal
reading programs. According to bBhs Jimes Educational

Supplement, _
The Downing Readers were the first infant

readers specifically wrltten for 1l.t.a.

In design and form they proved to be

iNdistinguishable from standard T.0. readers.
But they wers written when 1;t.a.ﬂwas in'
its infancy. There had not been.time to

work out a new teaching approach (5).
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A third option 1s to develop 1.t.a._1nstructlonal
| materials for beginning reading wkich attempt to utilize
the advantages of tﬁe new medium. What one does is
dependent upon his peideptions of what those advantageé .
are, upon his philosoihy and personal opinions regarding
the feaching of‘reading. on the children themselves,
and, of course, on h;s use of the many existing studies
of learning theory and child develdpment. and research
'in reading. One example of such a program, developed
by Dr. Albert J. Mazurkiewlcz and the writer, is the
E_g_lx-}_q-m 1,t.a, Program. It is presently being
used in most of the first-grade .classes 1n this country
in whick reading is being taught with the initial
teaching alphabet. It is, obviously, a product of our
o¥n pefceptions: we wished to produce a reading program
which exploited the full potential of 1.t.a. Our
fundamental assumption was that with the change to a
simplified, more rational medium it was essentlal to
review our previous assumptions about the teaching of
beginning readinrg in general, and our éssumpfions
about methods of teaching word récognitibn, about
content, organization, sequence, and read;ng.levels
in particular. Ffinally, we felt that there was a need

to cbnslder¢which training procedures and practices

would best prepare the way to transition in reading,

writing, and spelling in conventional orthography.




~aotivities and experiences in meaningful reading and

stages of learning to read and wrlfe English, and that

of discrete features which differentiate it from most

Harold J. Tanyzer

Since the Britlah experiment with 1.t.a. roplioatad
conventional approaches #1th instructional u-tériall | |
originally intended to be used with the orthodoz alphabet,
we could gain little information and guidanee from it;

From the very Beginning, the British research pointed
to the fact that the orthodoi alphabet and oonwohtlonal

orthography are a source of difficulty in the earliest

& more consistent, rational medium, such as i.t.a.,
significantly reducaes %hg learner's burden and results
in early iriependence in readlns.~ This was our basis
for selecting i.t.a. in the first place. These hxpothznes
have now-been validated. as Downing has so oonclualvely
reporte&,(g), But 1. t.a. was selected as a succsssiul
medium which was still %e be employed-nhopefully--in an
optimal way;'

An analysis of the Early-to-Read 1,t.s, Prograp
Reyised (4), (the first edition of which waé introduced
1n~thia.oountry in 1963) shoﬁs that it contains a number

typical basal series in the nature of its initial readiness

writing; in its word recognltlan programn--its organltntlon.
sequence, and tining; in the oontrol exerelsod over the
languags factor with ronpeet to vooabulary load and
frequency of word repetition; in the nature of the cantlat
and resdability levels of the selections in the roador-: g
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and in the precentatlon of 1ndependent roadins ana
]  writing nctivltloc. |

reading and wrlting aotivities cre dzsignod to cesist
the child to acquire basic decodlng and enoodlng akilll.

These should enable him to Insasa in meaningrul readlng
from the very outset of reading 1nstruction an¢ to
develop early independence 1n.réad1ng and yritiﬁg.

The initial reading and writing activities are
of two S¥pes: first, those intended fo teach the
symbol-to-aound'asaociatlons in order'to help the
child to apply this knowledge in word-building and
in word 1dent1f1cation. The gsecond type stresses a
language--experience approach, whereby ohildren reed

stories composed and'dlctated by them as well &g those

. written by the teacher. ‘Picbare storles are used to' -
sylmulate experience=-story work that provides the chilad ‘.fg
with a written repcrd of his own idlomatic use of i
language. |

At the very outset of formal reading instruction,

'emphalla on learning the phoneme-grapheme correlpondencos |
of i.t.a. 18 ooordinated with an experienee lcory npwro.ch.

© After puplls have gulned considerabla experience in

reading experience stories and have learned tho scund-
symbol assoeiations‘for seven of the 13€;u; charnnta:l,
: | charts are used to introduce gradually the twenty-two
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word vocabulary of the first paperback nudér‘*-.” These
words are taught through a vlsual-auditory. or lodk-
say, procedure. The advantage of 1. t.a. in whole-uard
approach is that the different visual patternc for tho
same word which occur in traditional orthography are
eliminated. When a word is formed from aharacters
already taught, the child 1s encouraged and expected
to work out 1ts‘§rbnnnolation.cn his own.

Children are taught phonic analysis through intensive
training in auditory and visual discrimination skills.
As children develop the visual and esuditory assoolation
of a cﬁaracter.'they learn to write it and reproduce
1t from memory. Writing serves as an additional avenue
of learning and helps the child to form a strong vllutl-
auditory bond betwsen the sound which the character
represents and 1ts written form. The order of presenta-
tion of the oharacters is based on a study of the
frequency or sound oocurrence 1in story material wrltten
for chlldren and Godfrey Deway'a (1) study of relatlvo
rrequoncy of English speech sounds. Pupils are taught
to use an anhlytlcal procedure to unlock the pronunoiatlan,
of new words. This approach emphasizes the analysic and
synthesls of the characters of a word as the principle e
method of word identification. Phonics instruction is

‘thus é direct outgrowth of a meaningful reading aotivitz;'f




with ddéodiﬁs dk1i1i'ftoatodval.a‘part b? tﬁD1iii§5r 
18sue=~the gaining of meanlns. Elphalll on word annlyuil
and sound synthesis activities helps the ch11d to dev.lop
independence in word identification and independence in
reading. |

Tne task of the first phase of the Early-to-Read
Program thus becomes one of systematically developing
the basic perpetual sklils in reading that enable the
child to link each charﬁcter with its appropriate sound
and to utilize this knowledge in unlocking the pronunoia-
’tlon of new words. Thus he can engage in independent
reading at an early stage. When thg.ohild oompletas
two more paperback readers and two cloth-bound ones,
he has learned the forty-four i.t.=. charagters as well
a8 those analyslis and synthesis skills which wili permit
hli«to identify any 1.t.a. word in his spoken end listening
vocabulary reliably and effectively.

While the development of basic phonlo skills here
requires less than a year, the complex and elaborate
phonles instruction required in most T:0. basal series
often must be spread over throe.years of instruction.

'Also from the very begumng. since 1.t.a. supnnoi
decoding, striot vocabulary control amd frequent ropitlttaﬁ?hk
of words are not as necéssary as they'are in a conventionsal (
T.O. prosram Thus. the progran 1ntroducoc a aisnirioantly

. gt'atcr'nn-hnr‘or worda--three to tonr times greatar than
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that found in conventional farat-memnmug KRS
programs. In éddition to the separate phbnf&néiehéﬁfgﬁé‘
that ere taught, virtually every basal reading program
teach:s a number of phonic generalizations. The‘child
taﬁght in 1.t.a. does not meéd to learn multiple word
analysis skills or phonie generalizations during the
initial learning period. " :

Developing and Extepdips Skills With the development
of independent reading in the child's next two readers,
fluency is stressed and the decoding and comprehension
skills developed»in the early books are maintained and
extended. At this point in the program, étructural
analysis skillg. conSisting of compound wbrds. contrac-
tlions, possessives. derived forms, inflectional endings.
comparatives. and beglnning'syllabication skills, are |
developed. Preparation for transition ie made by
1ntroduciﬂg the concept of long and short vowedd; .

S8inge the i.t.a. medilum affords the child the
opportunity to éxpreqp his thoughts in writing more
easlly and-spontanaou-iy. written composition work 1s
Strésséd throughout'thé p¥ogram and 1t inévitably‘
reinforoes reading skills development in a positivé
and significaﬁt way. When T.0. is used as the initial
learning medium, 1t appears that conventional gpelling

thwarts thé child's early attempts at writing and

lnéecurity with his ability to spell is a significent
‘factor in retarding early desire and independenee in
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third phase is designed to develop fluency and comprehension, )
" and to move the child into the conventionsl alphabet.
The instructinal program concentrates on traditional
orthography end prepares the child for making a formal
transition to T.0. by,gradually_introducins words in T.O.

and replacing i.t.a. spellings with conventional spelling.
Virtually all of the last reader in the serles 1s written

in conventional orthography. By now, the c¢hild has -
formally made the transition from i.t.a. to T.0. | | i{,
The transition process is an area in which relafivblf |
little controlled and systematic research has been
conducted. An unpublished study by Tanyzer and Aipert (3)
investigated the effect of transition upon the child's
reading level in trailitional orthography to determine
whether children of different levels of intelligence
maintain their 1.t.a. reading skill in ﬁhe orthodox |
alphabet when they transfer from i.t.a. to T.O; Transition
was operationally defined as the point at which the ohild
completed the last reader of.the Early-to-Read series.
Alternate forms of the Stanford Achievepent Test, one
printed in conventional spelling and the 6ther trans-.
literated into i.t.a., were administered to a sample of
104 pupils at the time transition wasamadéj To summarize
the results, 1t was found that the children generally
maintained their i.t.s.- r.adlng skill in conventional
orthnsruphy‘uhtn thz rozunl trunslcton was mado. There




made thp:translt;on--neam the end of the first-grade or
some time durlng'the‘aegohd-grade year?-or'level of
intelligence, ehlldren‘senerally achieved a comparable
reading level in both 1i.t.a. and T.0., although thp time
of transition was usually later for the low I.Q. (1less
than or equal to 100) children. Only on the Hoid Study
Skills subtest wés the 1.t.a. level gensra;ly higher
than the T.O. iévelg regardless of the intelligence level
or time at which transition was made. This finding
suggests that the 1.t.a. medium 1is easler than the orthodox
alphabet for learning to decode. | |

vit shouli be pointed out that the reduced need for
a controlled vccabulary and repetitlon‘has-provlded'an
opportunity for significant changss in content throughout.
Phus stories can now be 1ntr1nsieglly interesting, and
the child can be introduced to 11£crature rather than
to symthetic concoctiohs which must depend on orthographloc
circumseriptions: It 1s likely that the concept of
reader levél must be mpdlfied.»s;nce i.tc.a. permits
reading of an_"advanced" level if level reflects syliabic
load, sentence length, unfamiliar wofds. eﬁc. The gulding
principle could n&n be to select stories which expand
conceptual horizons as well as verbal ones and approximate
‘more nearly the intellectual and cbmprehanslon capabllities
of-the child. Reading can become a pleasurable activity,
from the very beginning. | |

Spelling. Also, regardless of the time at which the ohild -



;Thié progran is that most commonly conceived of as
A"l.tsaa".in-the-Unlte@_syates@' The confusion between
method and medlum; hbwefef;'éééms inescapuble, no matter
hdw often 6ne attempts‘to clarify»it. Muchfbf_the U. Se
research often fails to me' en.;"“rg@ that 't;Ah-é 1.t

used is used in a contexte-and that the context is alwayé

relevant. . .
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