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Linguistics and Lthe Teachin,; ol Recading

Although pernaps trite, and certainly traditlonal, a necessary beglinning
for o presentation of this type is an attempt at delining sove terus. Those

{teriin which are central to the ideas which will be rresented here are, of

" ”"

readin;”. Definitions of at least these tasic t

0

j A

%]

course, "linguistics" ard
are izportant, not because there ore pecple in this audlence who tre unfaniliar
with the ternz, but tecaure an esudience, whelher it conslists of listeners or
reacers, ir entitled to unou the frine of reference ‘rom which a specsler or
writer is operating. It Lhen Dbecoues the tasii of Lh: listener or reader to
aveluate, to compare itae uvroposel definitions wilh otliers he's heard or read,
and Lo select the definition for operetional purposes which teels wost ol the
criteris he's established.

Before supplying the definitions wiiich are buarlce to this presentation, andg

as [arther justificstion for beginniug this way, sorctliing in the rature of s

]

warning, a sigal Lo begin tihe avplication of thiniiing skille is in order.
here is not a great deel of agreement, even ameng "experts', regarding the
dinensions of the term lin;uistics, especially as this field, or cliuster of
related Tields, iupinges upon reading instruction, Linguists Lhewselves hace
contributed to both controversice. The criticisms they've rrorosed about the
vague, broad, somewhed lipractical end alimost neaningless delinivions of
reading upon which reading inetruction vas tased for a number of yeers deserve
Lo be taken seriously. OQLviously, nol all linguistes are concerned about reading
instruction. 1It's 4lso true that muny reading “"experts” reject witheout enalysis
the concepl that linguists have eny substuntive conlribulior to make to icproving
methods and materisls for reading instructieon. This view uppears to lLe sonewhat
chauvinistic and short-signted, and it is rcjected by the spealer.

Linguistics, as the term is uscd here, refers to the sclentific stuiy of

language. It encompasses suchh {iclds as phoroloyy, the careful end precice study
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of the sound syste. of & iangusge: syntax, r'gorous exaninzotion of ihe way
vords are ordcred and combined in a language: and rorphology, a study of ithe
techniques crployed by speakers of a language to indicate changes in person
or tense. Some would add to this list a study of the lexicen of a language.
ilovever, tecause so much of a word's "meaning” derives from its grammatical
& well as its sociological and psycholo;ical environment, u study o” iso-
lated words scems to be a less prouising field ol linguistic endeavor than
those previously rmentioned, at least in terms of potential, positive con-
tributions to the lield of reading. These somewhat artificially divided
facets of lansuage, phonolousy, morrhologzy, syntox, and, if you wish, lexico-
sraphy, can be studied vertically, with concern for nistorical change, or
norirontally, with the focus or comparisons of various current largueges or
dinlects. llelson Francis used the terms diachronic {historical) and
synchronic {current, or 'at a given point in time').l These are traditional
and accepted divisions oi1 linguistic science. The Center for Appied
Linguistics, with headguarters in Washington, D,C., has both led in the
development of and reflected a tendency to lool ot language in still a
different way. Roger Shuy was introduced to an I,R.A, symposiun as &
'Sociclinguist', one wirose special fleld of study is lenguare as an agent of
and ¢ reflector of social change - in Roger Shuy's case, the particular concern
is black-dialects. The I,R.A. has established a "Psycholinguistics and

Reading Committee": a psycholinguist, like a sociolinguist, loois at languege

in a more holistic rmanner than, perhaps, lingulstic specialists have in the

past. The special interest of the psycholinguist is that waleh linguists

avoided for years - meaning, personality factors, all those factors whicl

common sense gnd careful observatior of those who are in the process of acquiring
language {and that's all of us, throushout our lives) should have taught us

not to avoid. It's f{mportant for a teacher of reading to be aware of the nore
traditionul divisions of lingulsts' work, (phonolegy, mcrphology, and syntax)

and the approaches taken to the study of ore or more of these divisions -
diechronic or synchronic. It's undoubtedly even nore izportant for tihc teacher

of reading to be cognizant of the trend tcward looking 2t languege in a more

1 lelson Francis, The Structure of American English, lew Yovk,

Ronald Press, 1958. "Fp 21+23,
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natural, holistic manner. Everythinsg which affects the child's acauisition
of language and nis life-lons efforts to use language nore effectively affects
the chnild's reading. There is justilication, in ternms of research, for
reducing lenguace to it's snmallesc, nost fundamental components - sounds or
sound-letter relationships lor exanple, but neither linguist nor teachers
should be decived into thinking that such research sheds much 1light on the
totality which is languzge. To sce a2 trec is inportant, but one should not
be deceived into thinking that having exanined the trce, he rznows the forest.
To sunmarize, lingulstics is the scientific study of language and in 1970
this reans not ignoring {he interrelationships of the vparbs, or ihe relation-

<hip of coch port to the whole.

rd

cading is more difficult to define than linguistics, yet it's protably
true that lor teachers of reading, arviving at a practical yet theoretically
sound definition of readins is of Lremendous importance, if not essential.
The definition of reading upon which one operates, the concept one has of
the nature of the reading task, determines the scope and scquence of the
teachin: learning strategies he cmploys. The readin. program in a class-
room in which the teacher sces reading as primarily {or exclusively) a
decoding oreration, & process of selecting the nost zppropriste sound symbol
generalization or zeneraiizations for returning print to spceeh will te far,
far different from the readéing vrogram in the classroom in which the stress
s put on reaning and coxpreiension., The nateriels used will be diiflerent,
the qusstions cshed of pupils and the tasks pupils are cxpected %o perforn
will rnot be the sarme in these classrooms. The teacner whosc emphesis ic

on the decoding facet of reading seclects materisls with primary coucern for
the sequence of word analysis siills utilired bty the authors and publishers.
These shills will be presented in 8 carefully srranged Scquence wiich is
varied only in terus of rale of presentaticn. liothing is skipped, Lecause
such skippin; might leave 'gaps’ in the child's erray of reading cospetencics.
The teacher vhose definition includes primary concern for developing rending-
thinking s.ills will rake rore use of expericnce charis, trade boois,
newspapers and periodicals. The questions asked in tihe "decoding” clsssroon
have answers which are clearly correct or incorrect. The word is nit, or
met, or mat. In the 'mcaning' clascroom nelther pupil nor teacher his such
security! There sre inference questions, "Why cuestions, questions wilch

O
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probe authors purpose end charceter roti-wtion. Becaure of the lupret such
L

o
o definition has on metnodz and waterials, it ic extrermel:r iumportant LU
cach elementary teacher worl toverd an operclionally offective defirnition of
reading. It has already been noted thet “experis” do not agrees on what
reeding is, nor do tuey agree on what facets o the reading set should be
cxmiasized at veriouz levels of a ¢hild's ‘developuent In Reading in the

Ligy

Blementary School George and Evelyn Spache note that: "leading is cbviously

a nultifeceted process, a process tiat, like a chomeleon, chanzes its rature
~
12

Sron one developrental stoze to the next They ineclude the following as

descrivtive of (bub not defining) the reading mrocess:

- Yeading as skill development: - beginaning with werd recosnition,
proceding to 'eritical' or evaluative reading.

- Reading zs a visupl act: & successive series of cye movenents,
rfixations and regrecssions.

- Reading us a perceptual get: the rceogrition of a word andd
assunin; to it o ueaning, based vpon past experiencc.

- Reading as a reflection of cultural bachground: "Elevator" means one
thing to a rural child, anotiier to a ciuild vho lives in the city. Tue pre-
adolescent wio follows the crops reads The loner form one point of view,
the vell cared for suburban child fron aiothar. Critieisms have becen hcapai
upon authors and publichers of basal series because of their narrow,
anrealistic end frequently bigoted content and format. Changing {llustrations
Joes r.ot change the VASP orientation of too many of these bools.

Finally, the {paches notz that rcading is a thinxing process. The
guestions teachers asr, the questions good readers asi “henselves before,
during and after readir; reflect previous thiniinj and stimulate mental
grovth. 3

The only appropriate critical comnent about this list has undoubtedly
been anticipasted. Little cmphasis was given to languesge as it relates to
the reading process. Oral language in gencral and phorolojy in particulsr
ere sisnificant aspects of the reading process. If viclon deserves special
focus, and it does, shouldn't auditory discrimination and perception be

stressed, touy

George D. and Evelyn Spache, Reading in the Elementary School, Boston
Allyn and Bacon, 1969. Pp. 3.

3 44, ch. 1
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iz guive broad. e writes:
"Iealing is the receptive phase of written comiunicoticn. Tn written lan -

uase, 2 messa ;e nhas been encoded by the wriler in pgraviic syuvols spatially

distributed on the paze. The reader does rot merely rass his eyes over

~

written language and record a2 strean of visual rercent:al images. e nust

actively brirng to hear his trowledze of lannuape, his past

e

cxperience, his
conceprual attalments on tihe procassing of langurase information creoded in
the form of rapiiec syioels, in order to decode the writhen laasoge.  Reelding
must therefere be regorded as en interaction beluween LUie reader and writiten
lansusge, through which the reeder ettenpts to reconstruct a messase from

the writer."h

For pwposes ol shar) contrasi, hce delfinitions of readin; provided

by Jussell Stauffer oid Leonard Bleormfield night be examined: Bloowmfield
clains that "Reading involwves nothing wmore than the correlation of a sound

s corresponiing visual iuage, that is, the spellin;.”)

irvase with i
Russecll Stauffer is in alnost complete disagreenent with 3loonfield.

He writes, in Direciin; Reading Maturity as a Cognitive Irocess: "reading

is a mental process requiring acccurate word recognition, ability to cnll
to ind partic:lar meaniizs, and ebilily to shift or recassociate wmeanings -

until the congtructs presented arc dearl: ;srasped, critically evaluated,
accepted or applied, or rejected. This means thatl novledge geined Lhrowsn
reeding can lncrease understonding and, in turn, influerce social and persoral
adjustnent, enricn expericnce gnd stirmlate thinkin;»"G In terns of si:ple
contrast, Stauffer included the uses of reading in his definition, Bloomfield
doegsn't.

vhat difference does all of this riale? Should the teacter be advisead
to teach, following certain comnonly accepted principles - fudividualived
instruction, a flexible program, continuous dlagnosis, etc., but rol bothering
to struggle with such abstrections as have been referred to? Tails ie, of _
course ruch easier, but the issues can't reaily be avoided! A Leachers Leliefs

do nake a difference. 1If he operates from & decoding fremcwori, & mechanistic

]

“Kenneth §. Goodmen. "The Psycholinguistic Rature of the Reading Frocess:
in The Psycholinguistic Natwre of the Reading Process, Kenreth 8. GCooduon,
editor Detrolt, Vaync state University Press, 1000, p. 15

chonard Bloomfield and Clarence Barnhari. let's Reed: A Linguistic Approach
Detroit: Vayne State University Press, 1967, Jacket cover.

6Russell G. Stauffer. Directing Reading Maturity as a Cognitive Process,
o Yew York: Harper and Row, 1969.
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concent of reading instruction, vrograrmed or adapted for the computer, as

in the Stanford Projcct7 is appropriate, as il is if recading, and the lcarnc,
are vieved in harrou terrs, enphasiring specific facete of cognitive develop-
went and de-cmphasi~ing or ipnoring "the affective dorain.” One's definition
of readin; will not remain static. As a teacher studies his pupils, as he
diasnoses, prescribes, changes techniques and materials to it changing
situetions, his ideas regarding precisely what reading is will chenge. There
is somethiny wrong if change doesn't ocawr! There is just one more definition
of readinn to wvhich reference should be made becauce it seems to be a rather
sensible one, roing neither to one extreme ror the other. Theodore Clymer
suggests thet rcading begins as a decoding -wncess: what follows is nnder-

stending the suthor's ncssase (by 'follows', it 12 to be hoped that <lymer

t

means an almost immediate riovement Jrom one 'stase' to the next. Otherwise

[l

one 1is left with the "why Lother?” guestions posed when one vieus decoving
definitions )

The third step involves the interpretetion and evaluation of this nes-

sage, and the last step Clyrer identifies as "incorporating the author's ideas
q ==

. . o - . N
into one's thinking"™ Clywer notles, and few would take issue with him, that

if steps one and two naven't cccurred, there's teen no reading a% all, If
steps three end rour are omitted, the readirg has teen superficial, end has
left 1ittle or no impression on the reader.

The esuthors and publisliers of most basal programs operate from a defi-
nition of recading vhich can best te called 'eclectic', Loping and striving
to guide pupils' growih in both the coding and meaning facets of reading.
They also place a great decal of confidence in the ability of the classroom

teaclier Yo ver, Lhe enrhsses fron lesson Lo lessen, and to provide a progran

71n chronological order:

a. Atkinson, Richard C. and Duncan I. llansen. "Computer-assisted
Instruction in Initisl Reading: The Stanlord Project, Reading Research
Cusrterly, Fall, 1966, pp. 5-26

b. Spache, George D. "A Reectici to Computer Assisted Instrustion in
Initis) Reading: The Stanford Project, Reading Research Cuarterly,
Fall, 1967, pp. 101-110

¢. Atkinson, Richard. A Reply to Professor Spache's Article, "a
Reaction to Computer Assisted Instruction {u Initial Reading,”
Feadlng Research Quarterly, Spring, 1267, pp. 418-L2>

f
“Theodore Clymer. "what 15 Reading?” Elermentery School llotes, Language
Arts Issue, 1967-1908. Poston, Ginn and Corpény
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of instruction which is balanccd, producing neither spitting, jraading "word

callers' ror pupils wao guess ab cortenl alter leokin: at the ill.ostrations.
There arc, of course, cbvicus exceptioirc to this 'eclectic' spproveh.

. :

5 deeoding, comprehending, evaluating, and, al it

e

Reading, then,
aighest levels, internalicing., Gne emerges from a creative reading cexyer-
iernce a souewhat different person than he was wien he began rcading. An
erncounver with o character, an event, or a sequence of some concepts with
Lhose which are more current, more accurate, wore practical or, perhars, all
three. Thais too, is reading.

iivery teacher has an oblijation to know rather clearly wiy he's teac
reading: and why he's uring the velheds and wvaterials he's selecled, Vith-
out objectives, evaluation becones a ratier pointless, exnensive exercise.

Mow can diagnoisi be a "blueprint for irctruction” unless and unlil some
deternination has been made regarding the relative signilicance of certain
arcas of strength and weainess? Is the child wiio can't find the =ain ides
cf a paragraph in nore scrious Lrouble then the child, who confuses -ed and
~ing endinzgs? The questicn can't Le answered until one descrives clearly
and is operetionel terzs what he means by the {ern reading.

T+ 1e¢, perhaps, tine to put the {wo terass, row hopefully, sdequately
defined, together. What inpact heve linguists, and the resulis of thelr
sr Hlarship, had on materials, technigques, and appreociues to recading iestruc
tion? The first areca which occurs to most ypeople who have thousht cvout
linguistics ond reading is the arca of 'phonics', or sound-syubol (phoneme-
Jraphene) relationships.

Vith reference to these relationships, it's not uncomron to hear or read
comments like the following: wihich indicatc some confusion about the contri-
butions of linguists:

"Yes, they're going to teach ry child to recad rext autwwn., To decode,
anyway. UWell, to match sets of sounds to sets of letters. If he's fortunate,
he'll have a teacher who gives him sore honest-to-goodress storles, paregraphs,
sentences, In other words some synta:x - along with the minimal contrasis
provided by the new linguistic readers. (Therc contrasts, by the way, vere
called word families in the old days.)"

? san Scbasta. "My son, The Linguist &ni Reader”, Elementary English,
L5: 235, February, 1968.
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Unfortnately, this writer is not alore. Thiere arc others, people who
have carned our respect for thelr scholarship in cone vhase of Lhe Tield of
reading vho accepnt, uneritically, the provosition that Lecause soxe linguists,
those with special irterest in phonere (sound) graphene (written cymbol)
relationchips have nroposed theoretical naporoaches to reading instruction vhich
scen to have rucn in common with the proposals made by supporters of oune or
anotiier the "phonics” approaches to reading, that thercfore the terms
"linguistics' and 'ohonics' ray be used interchangeable - are almost synonomous-

Tnis iz not so.

93]

Jeanne Chall, among others, avoids the terminology problem yather nicely
by labeling g2ll the approaciies to reading whieh include a strong emphasis on
helping children acquire a nunber of generalirations regarding sound-syrbol
rcletionships as those epproaches with & “coding"” emphasis That is, she
considers, in one large category, all the prograns which operate on the
assumption that the major (alwost the exclusive) task of e bveginnirg reader
is "brealiing the code” - the "code” being the lelters or combinations of
letters wnhichh represent the significant sounds of American Unglislhi. This is
a sormewhat unvarranted over-genecraliration and &« rather simplistie epproach
to a very conplex problem or series of problems. Any elerentary teacher
who has reviewed the Phorovisual materisls, the Economy raterials, the
Lippencott, Fries, Let's Read, and larper Row prograns, to identify juct a
fev, could suggest with little or no difliculty striking differences.

It is a mistske, to &sswie that the term "coding" enphasis 1is more
inclusive than it is; it's value lies in it's focus on the objective, which
i1s one of the fevw factore tuese prograns have in cowrmon: Programs, those
nares previously end others, which claim to have e coding emphasis stress
the importance of helping the beglinning reader see very clearly the relation-
ghips between the thirty five to forty five significant sound units (phoneres)
in Anericen English and the twenty six letters we have to represcnt these
sounds (graphemes). The advocates of those programs advocating a strong
"eoding" emphasis are in general agreerent that the overriding, by far the
most important objective of any reading progran at the beginning levels is
to g ide the child toward independence in the application of word anslysis

O
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51i11ls - to hielp hin breel he code. The techniaues used and the materials
rrevided to nelp the cnild do this are very, very different. Therc are a nuwn-
ber of weys ore can travel between two points - two cities, perhaps, but the
objeclive, arrivins at point B Tronm point A, is the same. There are, epparaitly,
a nunter of ways o (hild can learn to "break the code”. The goal is the sanme,
the methods used to reach the zoal are not.

Linguistics and paonics are not the same.

Charels Fries in Linguisties and Reading writes: “Linguistics has much
n10

nore to offer than a siuple "baclh to phonics” proposal. lie defires phonics

as follows: Ve siinll use the vord phonies tc represent the various sets

of teaching practices thatl ain to develop the pupil's ebility to sound out

nll

a vord, or "practices in the teaching of reading that have aimed at

metehiag thie individual letters of tue alphabet with zpecific sowunds of Inglich

12

pronunciation.’ Because "phonetics" irc Trequently, and incorrectly, con-

fused with the term "phonies”, it vould be uceful to note Fries' distinction:

Fhonetics, as he defires it, refers to "the physical differcnces that charactcr-

13

izc each ¢f the vocal sounds ™ or, "Phonetics is a sct of technicues by wihid

to identify and desceribe, in absolute terms, all the diffcrences of souni

1h,,

features that occur in ¢ language. You'll notice thal ¥Fries docsn't rcfer

to the importance or significance of these differences. Tnls espect of con-

trast voves on into the fiecld of phonemies: §ip is not the same as zip: the
initiel sounds diCfer, and the differences ase significent i1 terms of
meaning. The three sounds represented by the letter 't' in {the words top,
pot and stop are not quite the same, but diflerences in neaning are not
sisralled by the variatijons. Phonemics, then, is, according to Fries, "A
set of techniques by which to identify and then to descfibe, especially in
terrms of distribution, tne bundles of sound controsts Lhet constitute the
13 priefly, it mlzht be

noted for purpeses of contrest that a phonenie difference signals ¢ shilft

structural units that nari the work patterss.

in meauii,;: a pho.ctlic il cevence does not.
100. C. Fries. Linguistics end Reading, licw Yorh: llold Rinchart and Winston
1963. pp. 124,

Nipia; p 1kl

12ibid; p 143, 14k

131bid; p 149

Uyn1a: p 150

\isibid; p 15
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hether or not one states that the nuuber of phonremes in Anerican Inglish
is 25, 35, or 17, it is clear thal we have only 28 letters in tic alphabet
%o represent these sounds., Ilow mueli difficully does this cause? The evi-
dence is couflicting: Results of the Ilannas study sugzest that about half
the words on the 17,000 word Thorndiiic list can ve spelled without error by
those possessing a few basic algorithing regarding sound-symbol relationships:
more specifically, C-V-C patbern words are dependable in terms of pronun-
ciation, given the spelling, and the sequence of letters is dependably
predictable, given the sequence of sounds. !Henry Lee OSmith goes further: he
clains, in a film lecture (to be secn later this morninzg,) that 85% of our
words in American English hsve a predictable sound-syubol relationship, but,
he adds, the 15% of the words which are not spelled "regularly”, according to
reliasble phoneme grapheme correspondence generalizations, occur about 35% of
the time. Tails is helpful, at least in terms of contrast, if not accuracy,
end it nicely focuses tue proble:x of the beginning reader. The speaking
vocabulary of the beginning reader is, according to Jesnne Chall, something
like 12,000 to 14,020 words - this is a debatable figure, and different
experts provide data wnich are different. Nevertheless, the child's speaking
vocabulary far outdistances his rcading vocabulary, and any effort to
bridge the gap brings into play words which do not pattern. Give, have, cone,
and love are common vords, and do not follow the "silent e" generalizations
as do hate, and home and ride. To exert no vocabulary control over the Intro-
duction of words, to present at the same time those words which follow some-
vhat dependable patterns, and those which are "exceptions"”, to have, in the
same sentence, the letter i representing the sounds in sick, hide, and
rmachine, or to have the sound represented by i in hit, also represented by
'o' in women, 'u', in busy, 'y' in myth and hymn, etc. etc. seems to give
a very clear message to a child: the clue is memorization: no sense can be
made of this thing called reading. One alternative, suggested by Bloomfield,
is to concentrate on developing competence in decoding: to group the basic
generalizations regarding sound-symbol (phoneme-grapheme) correspondence,

and do this by presenting words, and pon-words, in a carefully prescribed

O
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seqguence beginning with the famous Non cean fan Dan. Fries prefers Pat a

fat cat, and decrles the use of "nonsense syllables”. Both approaches, how-
ever, emphasizc the value of working with sound-letter couwbinatiouns, not

the isolated spits, grunts and groans which characterize so much phonics
work. Blending is not a problen if there's been no artificial fracturing!
Heither of the extreme solutions to tlie phonewe-graphere problem identified
is particularly satisfactory, One seems to force a “rate” approach to
decoding, the other to divest reading of much meaning. Linpuists, especially
those like Richard Venezky who have studied, very carefully, the facts about
sound-symbol relationships can help clarify ara make more accurate the work
in this important facet of reading instruction.

To more specifically delineate lingulsts' criticisms of the work so
typically done as part of phonics programs, Ronald Wardhaugh lists the
following among those teaching learning procedures wihich are linguistically
indefensible:

1) statements about letters have sounds as for example, "theue letters
must be blended to arrive at the correct sound.” Letters are letters and
sounds are sounds; they must not be confused with each other. (It is not
at all certain that the affects of such drill as p - pun puhl pul:, t - tuh
tuh tuh on a child's current or eventual independence in reading are
beneficial and positive.)

2) Statements about syllabication which avply only to word breaking
conventions in printing when these statements are made into rules of pro-
nunciation, as when butter is broken into but-ter and monkey into mon-lkey.
There is only one medial consonant in butter and its phonetic quality derives
from its relationship to both vowels in the word, not [ust the first. (This
audience need not be told that letters don't have or maxe sounds. Letters
or a letter represent or represents a sound.)

3) Statements about slurring, poor enunciation, incorrect artiulation,
and mispronunciations, as when 'doing' is said to be "incorrectly" pronounced
as doin' a whole set of such shibboleths exists. '

4) Statements about "long” and "short” vowels, as when mad is said to
have a short vowel and mate a long vowvel (even thouzh in any pronunciation
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the writer nas heard the second vowel i{s shorter in duration then the first!)
Allophonic vowel lenglth depends on whether it is followed by a voiced or
voiceless consonant. There micnt be somethingz Like "long" and "short"” vovels

in English, but they are nothing 1like those in the books on reading. {incident-
ally, Richard Venezky prefers the terms "free" and "checked” to "iong" and
"short"). 16

5) Statements which de not allow for well known dialectic variations,
as when the word when ls always taught as/hwenfno natter which part of the
United States the child comes Sfrom, or due e&s ‘dyuw ‘or pin and pen which
cannot be /pin’.

Tne speaker must ncte, with considerable embarrassment, her shocit in
sceing pin and pen listed as homophones on & chart in a elassroon in Gary,
Indiana. Further consideration causes her to wish she could remember the
teacher's narme! ler wisdon and courage deserve recogrition' She recalls,
too, with much amusement, the plight of the student teacher whose dialect
included roof as /ruf’' but who struggled valiantly with 8 workbook exercisc
in which children were to mark it /ruf’! Careful listening elicited about
a Lifty-fifty division on the children's part. Vords like that should either
'

be omitted from phonics exercises or treated with great flexibility e've
L J

finelly adjusted to accepting creek as ‘krex’ or krik’, or at least Thorndike

.

Barniart and Merriam Webster have! Wardhaush concludes: e o o I existing
phonics methods are better than other wmethods in teaching beginning reading,
how much better would be a vhenics method based on linguistically defensible
information. I’ow rnwuecn vetter it vould be to base phonies on vhat one knovs
about language than to go on perpetuating the present content of phonics. If
phonics does succeed, one must be paying a high cost for that uccess, or
else that success is a testimony, not to the people who devised the phonics
system in use or who wrote te books on phonics methods, but to the children
who learncd to read, in spite of it all. But never forget, children cannot

17

. . N '
be stopped {rom learning, cnly hindered to a greater or lesser decree.’

l6Richard Venezky. "English Orthography: Its Graphical Structure and its

Relation to Sound", Reading Research Quarterly, 2:82 Spring , 1967

Y ronala . ~dhaugh. '"The Teaching of Phonics and Comprehension: A Lingulstic
Comparisc.', Psycholinguistics and The Teaching of Reading, Kenneth S.
Goodmon and James T. Fleming, editors. Newark, Delaware: International
Readin; Association, 1909.
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In sunaary, then, the distinetions between what is Lypically tersued
“"phonics” and linguistically orifented worl: divected toward helping children
acouire useful, accurate sound-symbol relatlonulip gseneraliraticns ore as,
follows: 1) Linguistically oriented sound-syubol relationship worl: is based
on the considerable boldy of hnowledge acouired about that phase of our lang-
uage. Tais body of knowledge is exvanding: no lingoist would suggest hie
proposals are completely accurate, all that will ever be recdel in this area.
Unfortunately some vhonies prozrams have become fro-en, and at a pretty low
level of Inowlcdse, 2) Phonics vrograme, in too many cases, are dehumani-ed:
ideolects and dialects are both i ;rored, and the worl is prescriptive,
mechanical and, therefore, frequently irvelevent. (Please don't ask for a
comment on the hiumen element involved in Is this a man? Is this & pan? Is
this a fan? Linguists aren't perfect, either!) 3) The most serious indict-
ment of uany phonics programs relates to their ilnaccuracies. Those in this
audience are far too sophicticated to do nore than smile tolerantly when
asked to react to “he 'when two wvowels (0 walking the Tirst one does the
talking” bromide: this horror, and werse, are perpetrated, daily in far too
many classrooms. One doesn't refer to "silent letters”, to syllabication
rules as infalliable guides to pronunciation and finally, and most important,
one doesn't ask "'what sound ¢ makes!"

To quote Wardhaugh again: "anyone seriously interested in teaching
children to read must be prepared to acquire a knowledge of the phonological
system of English. He must also Tind out how that system is represented in
English orthography: how people, particularly six-year olds, actually speak:
and hov such speech varies in the different dimensicns of social and regional
dialects. He must also btecore aware that children know their language when
they come to school (for they can speak) and that grammatical and lexical
knowledge as well as phonological knowledge is brought by children to the task
of reading."l In other words, to borrow a term from Arthur Heilman, work
with wound-symbol relationships should be kept "in proper perspective", and
the teacher must never forget the 'wholeness" of language.

The work done in helping children achieve independence in reading is

important, vital, in fact. This work can be more accurate, more relevart and

18 Wardhaugh, op. cit., p 85
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more functional for children, and their teachers, If we keep growing in our
nowledee of our languapge and use every opportunliy to keep abreast of add-
ttional linguistic insights.

The influence of linguists is also apparent in other Tacets of reading
instruction, althoush the evidence {s not as clear as it is in the phonlcs-
linguisties controversy just discussed. Time 1s short, and thesc can be briefly
swunarized:

1. Because of structural linzuists' emphasis upon the primacy of speech,
orel lanjzuaze, ( and the rather nalve assunption, early in the 'structuralist’
era that print was "talk, written down') reading materials, even at the
beginning levels, are more natural, vith‘morc use of contractions, more typical
conversational style (the traditional first grade teacher-automobile acci-
dent joke shouldn't get such a big lavch todey!) There is, as a result, less
redundancy, and vocabulary controls have been relaxed considerably. In
fact, the new basal reading materials arc more challenging and more difficult,
if more interesting and relevant.

2 Illustrations are asswning a somewhat different relationship to text
materials: Bloomfield 1nd Fries both complained that the use of pictures and
reliance upon these as context clues encouraged guessing - the miscue 'home'
for 'house' or vice versa. The claim now is that pictures support, rein-
force, but do not 'give away' the text.

3, Cral reading (the term re-reading is to be preferred because one of
the few consistent findings from research is that comprehénsion and speed
both suffer if silent reading doesn't precede oral) has staged something of
1 'come back', in a positive sense. What can be dose with round-robin
reading circles consisting of the oral reading of a series of paragraphs is
problematical. A teacher that far removed from approved practices may be
beyond help: - It is clear that relating oral language to print is essential.
Dictating experience charts is part of this process; and so is purposeful
oral re-reading to illustrate humor, character notivation, or for any of a
variety of purposes - perhaps entertaining classmates is justification enouch !

i, The uge of contractions and more'ratursl' lenguage has already

been mentioned. One also finds more frequent use of sentence patterns other
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than the NP + VP, kernel sentence, or simple sentence. Sentences which
appear in materials designed for use in Leginning reading programs are rore
"involved' - there is rore use of clauses, for example. The reason has
already been noted - concern lor uaking the languege of the first reader {on
the sixth) and the language of the first grader (on the sixth} less disparate.
Success in this ares has been linited - even the books which have been
purposely designed to appeal to inner city/urban children are s5till remari-
abry mididle class in orientation. Neverthe less, the trend is clearly in
this direction - zeflecting linguists' concern for oral language, spcech,
and thelr view of the writing system as a reflection of this wmore basic
aspect of language.

Linguists have nade many useful contributions to the Tield of reading
instruction. They've caused us to he more precise in zfating what we mean
by reading. They've helped us approacn the study of sound-symbol relation.
ships in a much more scientific manner, and this body of knowledge is prowing.
Word analysis skills programs, in the future, should be much better as a
result. Finally, lingulsts have caused those charged with the developrent
of reading materials to use language which is nore human, more natural, and
easier for children to interpret and relate to.

They shouldn't attempt to define reading for elerentary teachers. They
shouldn't try to estiblish prioriteis or pontificate the sequence of skills
to be taught. If they move out of their sreas of high competence, studying
in a careful rigorous manner thc operations of a language, - in our case,
Americen English, and reporting their findings in terms which a writer,
pubiisher or teasher can understand, and attempt to dictate method, technique,
Tacets of classroom practice, then teachers have a right 40 question the
contributicns of linguists.

There are a vast nwmber of unanswered questions about reading. Nothing
less than a 'team' approach, convergence techniques, if you prefer, will result
in theoretically sound, practical answers. Physiciesns, neurologists, psycho-
logists and not one but several kinds of linguists can and must work with
educators if 'Right to Read' and 'Fail safe' schools are to become more than

slogans.
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