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ABSTRACT

Any reputable approach to the teaching of reading
makes use of certain psycholingquistic and sociolinguistic concepts
which can provide the teacher with insights for the development and
strengthening of reading skills. An understanding of the respect for
the learner's cultural and kehavioral patterns can estah.ish group
empathy, instrumental as a base for enlarging oral and v itten
communication., Rather than deprecating the learner's 4 lect, the
teacher should be familiar enough with it to know wher Jacrrections
are called for and when they are not. By capitalizing ~ the dialect
both semantically and syntactically, the teacher can broaden the
learnexr's comprehension skills; furthermore, by using rea"ing
materials which reflect the needs of the learner, the tea ' ~r can
increase the learner's villingness to use his language as : more
effective means of communication. The teacher should pe reu.nded of
the importance of the learner's urderstanding and use of coptext
clues in developing strat..:ies appropriate to the nature of !:e
materials on hand and for unlocking ideas in p: int--both of which
lead to the successful completion of reading %tasks. (HS)
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Many teachers are bewildered and uncertain about concepts, pro-
bl asd.res, snd materials related to linguistics, psycholinguistics, end
soclolinguistics. They are being bumbardsd by "loud and fuszy'" cries
of publishars who amnnounce "linguistic programs, psycholinguistic
phonics, and dialectic pattarns."” Indeed, teachers should be pleased
that we are probably learning iwre about language and the language user

today than ever beforr, and that eventually we may have more complete
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and batter organized information available. At this stage, however,

the teachar must depend largely on himself and his abllity to digest
the information couing towerd him or her at a fast and furious pace,

(Not an easy task to be sure--but an essential one,) There is no, and
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should bs no, lirguiniic or psycholinpuistic or socioclinguiatic METHOD
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of taaching reading. All methcie of teaching reading involve linguis-

tica (the study of language) in one form or other. And it is as fool-
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i isi to speak of a psycholinguistic mszhod or soclolinguistic method as

it {s to speal of a paychologlcal or sociological method of teaching
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reading.
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Any reputable approuch te¢ the teaching or learaing of reading
garmot halp but make .ce of some of the basic tensts of ling.isiics,

psgchology, and sociology. The anzigamation of the disciplines adds

#gections of this paper have already been published: Robinson,
o H, Alan. "Psycholinguistic Inferences for Readilng Instruction,” in
Vera Southgate (id.), Literacy at All Levels, London: Ward Lock
Educatiional, 1972, -
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H. Alan Robinson - 2
dimersions of vital conteri to the teacher and tha learner for the
spotlight is focused on societal or group language patterns (soclo-
linguistics) and the wiys individuals ¢hink and behave (payaholinguis..
tica) as they maks ue= -{ languags for their various purposes.

In the March, 1872 i{ssus of Tha Reading Teacher Goodman synths-

sized much of his thinking (qrowing out of his rasearch) about psycho-
linguistics and reading. He sald, "As children strive to get msaning
by procezsing written larguage, they begin to devalop comprehension

strategles, Thesu are strategies for saleoting and using the graphio

information, prediocting an underlying grammatiocs etructure, and reiat-

ing their expsriences and concepts to written language," He went on

to suggest, "If teachers can understand the signiffcance of what
children do as they read, they a&n provide uzeful, relavant materials,
detect hangups children acquire, help « child to acquire useful strat-
ogles, and let go of nonproductive rirategiss, The teacher will be
able to monitor the reading process as {t develops. (2}

In light of theme introductory comments, let we present some of
the insights I have gathered. They are by no means agreed upon by ail
psycho-soviolinguiets, linguists, or reading experts, They have bhaen

~enerated from the oral and written discorivae of scholars, as welil as

from my vapled eiperiences as I Lovs +iiuied these interrelated flelds F
over the past years  Some are brosd concepts which would stimulate

little or no acgument; otherr are spsculative and possibly controver-

slal. 1The number of inferences gtated is by ne meseng inclusive or a

conclusive; they are Limited by both my present thinking and the spaca

allottad foy ¢hide paper.
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1. The cultural patterns of a group or groups within the clase-

room should be studied, understood, and respected by the teacher. Time

© -y

spent in trying to learn about i4nd understand group behavior patterns
will pay off in eatablishing the kind of group empathy instrumental

as a base for enlarging oras communication and beginning or enhancing
pupils' i{nteractions with written communicatiocn. Once a group believes
the teacher is honestly attempting to understand and respect aspects of
its traditions, goals, and interest, communication lines are opened,

2. The behaviors of individuals within the classroom should be

studied and understood by the teachen, Granted It is time.consuming

and often complicated to do what amounts to case studies of the young-
ater: {n a classroom, but the result can be significant, The teacher
may want (at €irst) to sonduet a "mini-cage study" of thoss few children
who sesem to present problems. Case studies applied to one individual
often help the teacher as he begins to look at another individual.

Gates salid that the conducting of couprehansive cass studles with
youngsters has transformed many teachers “. . .from poutine operators

to insightful artiste. . . ." (1) The result of a case study is bound
to help tie Jaarner and the teacher understand and rsspect each other--
the basic ingredient of instruction.

3. The leamei's dlalegt should he understood and reepected.

Language is used (normally) to communicate weaning, The child comes to

gohool with a remarkable knowledge of how to galn meaning from oral

language . Specifically, he is adept at obtaluing meazning from his

dialect, that which he has heard and wsed in his enviromnment prior to _

sobool entrance and durins his school attendance, If the teachsyr tries



T

H. Alan Robinson - 4
to understand and respect that dialect and doesn't deprecate it, tha
child will be able to express his thoughts. If the teacher studies
the dlalect and learns what is part of that dialect systen and what
is not, the teacher will know when corrections are called for and when
they are not.

If the dialect is denigrated and not understood, the learnor will
stop using language almost completely {n the classroom, or will cease
to use it for positive communication, snd will look for ways of using
it in negative behavior. In any rase, he will most likely raake little
gonsciocus effort to lesarn the chauges {a the rules presented by the
dialeoct used {n school and business--often referred to as "siandard
English,"

If the student is given many opportunities to use language as an
expresser of meaning, and to search for mearing in the langusge of
others, he will gradually lesrn to cope with "standard Fnglish" whlah
repregents 2 dialeot needed at tnis point in time to gain upward mopll-
ity in scolety. Without doubt, transitions to "standard English usage'
must be made or the school fs falling in ite task,

%, Init{sl reading experisnces srould capitalize cn the learner's

dialect. The laarner ghould recognise a need to transfer from oral to
written language in order to receive a message of importance to hinm.

Such an abstract, high-flung goal as "you need to learn to read because

it will help you sll the way through school and life" is & fesble excusze

for reading in the minds of wost yomngeters, Indtial RAKBEGES tO bhe
read shouwid parallel the learner's dlalect both semantiocally (woxrds and

grovps of worde standing for understood conoepts) and syntactically

A
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(langusge patterns or structures familiar to t.e language user)., There
is wome question in my mind whether or not the teacher would want to
parallel the dialeci graphophonologically (sounds written down ag
stated). For, if a4 child i{s permitted to use his own dialect when
reading corally (and, of aourse, there is no problem when he i{s reading
silently). I sae little reason for his having to have the orthography
printed or written !n the dialect. As long aa the comyrehending ia
adequate, the pronounsing doas not have to be standard,

1f the learner writes some worda in his dfalact, that is his per-
ogative. Certainly there will be times when tha teacher will write
sowé phrased in dialect vhen it {s navural to do so in simulating a
written conversation, The important point to be made {s that the
youngstor must not feal that his dialect is automatically turned off
once he approaches the printed word. Indead, part ~f the problem {n
learning to read may result from the tension created by the nead to
read and write acourately that had never bdeen demanded when the child

was learning to spaak and listen,

5. Instructional materials end recreational raterials used in

beginning reeding programs should be selected on the bases of signifi.

cance and relevance. Reéading, particularly in beginning stages, stould

(a8 impiied earlier) satisfy immediate goals, The messages should have
significance and relevance in terms of solving problems, supplying
snjoyment, enhancing ability. The material vead should, inasmuch as
fessible, satisfy the present interssts and needs of the specific Leswn-
ers in yiven learning situations. Too ofton ouv reading programs have

been largely literature programe emphasizing the litorary and the

r—
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H. Alan Robinson - 6
narrative, Certainly part of the reading diet should be narrative in
nature, but the diet should be well balanced., In all probability, a
large number of boys and even girls would gain more from beginning
reading experiences if initial materials placed nore stress on eXpos-
itory and utilitarian reading.

The manner in whioh the material is written should also Le con-
sidered, Styles and syntactical atructurss should not, certainly at
the ovtset, be far outaids ths language-experience backgrounds of the
learnars. In the past many preprimers and primers began with sentenca
structures and writing styles foreign to the leamaer. Although psrhaps
mot as rhythmic, "John sess Mary. Mary sees John.” {s certainly a
lot closar to the baeic language patturns of most diaiacts in oontrase
to '"8ee, John, see. Oh, Mary, see." Young readers rathep quickly
learn to coutend with a variety of stvles and structures if the trans-
ition period is carefully planned,

6. GSince most wessages are transmitted through a weries of inter-

related words, sentences, or paragraphs, minimal attention in reading

instruotion should be placed on the recognition and analysis of individ-

ual, isolated words, Maximum attention to phonlc and structuial analysis

or. individual words {sclated from the rest of language i{s uneconomicul
and nsedlessly frustesting for many pupils. In this tvpe of instruction
tha learner can only depend on one aspect of language, the graphophono-
logical, rather than making use of the syntactic and sementic as well.
In my opinifon, large nunbers of pupils have been prevented from
leaning how to read and enjoy reading by the word lict method, Not
oinly have thay come to think of reading ss o mechenical axercise, but

they heve been kept from using auvee rapuvsonted within the total context

&
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of a message. They've only besn equipped to decode words rather than
language.

In all protability for soms lasarmiers in some situations teachars
do have to plice some emphasis on heiping learners (figure out phonome-
grapheme relationghips. This inference {s in no way a denunciation of

such help. It /s instead a pisza for nov using just one aspect of

SITUIM ARSI e bl Vol SN o Bt R S, R i e e

language as a tool particularly on words removed from their natural
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ervironments, The {nfercace which follows suggests a strategy for
using the many cues to figuring out a message representsd by written
symbolis.

7. The learrer davelops and needs to be helped to davelop strate-

gies for unlocking the ideus found on the printed page. Rather than

place attention on absolute accuracy in reading the words in print,

exphasis shouid bn placed on utilizing the least number of cues to

L O Tt R A R W N o e R L 1w

abtain the author's meaning. As & number of peycholinguists have
ixplied o even stated, reading shouid be an intelligent guessing
game, making use of whatever asphccts of language are needed as the
resder asarches for the weaning. The learner esliould be ancouraged to
make errors in his sear:n for meaning; this is how he learns. The

teacher shotli understand, encourage, and delight in the miscuss of

!

his young charges as he helps them maiks use of such a strategy in

search of weaning. Accoxding to Smith in his new hook, Under~tanding

i Reading, "This readiness to take shanves is a critical matter fur begin-

ning readers who way be forced to pay toc high & price for making ‘errors.’

The child who stays silent (who 'misses') rather than risk u 'false alars’

by guessing at & letter or word before ho is absolutely sure of it, may

Py
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please his teacher but develop a habit of settiny his oriterion too high

s nares St pomanm, N

for efficient reading."(9)

The ''guesssing game'" should bscome less chaotic &s youngesters learn
and teachers help in ths development of strategies to use when pmtz of
dessages are oconfusing or unknown. The most zsssntial strategy appears
to be the utilisation of context. The pupill should learn to search &
given context intensively when ho {2 stopped by a confusing or unknown
nesnsge. The context which provides the answer may be & phrass, clause,
sentence, group of sentences, paragraph, or group of paragrapls. Often
the raason for not understanding the wmessage will bs an unknown word or
two, Or a new use of known words. An f{nupuction of interrelationships
emong woxrds and the funotion of the word or words within the strueture
of a sentence will often result in the unlocking of the¢ messags. Such
is tha reading behavicr of the mature resder, and emphasis chould be
placed on the use of context atratagy right from the very beginning ef
reading instructiocn.

When context alone is not sufficlent, the reader sthoulid e ensour-
aged te use the stratagy of looking at the beginning of ti¢« word or
words . Ha should be helped to relate this inspection of initisl graph-
snes to the context again. These combinations of atrateglas w.ll
frequentiy permit the vesder to interpret the message. {(Obviocusly if
the rcader koepa wmecting words with the ssme initial graphemes and can't
read them, the teacher wili Jvelop a lesson ‘O assist him--interielating
the phorographeological cue with context cues.)

In some aager readers will want te and need to Iinspect the final

gesphewa in & vord, or divide & long word inte perts as they try to
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figure outr the word in relation to context. By the time they resort to
this strategy the uessage either hecomes clear ratheyr proumptly or they
are forced to raesort to the help of the dictionary or soms other outside
authority.

Whatever the strategy or group of strategles laarned and./or en.
ployed, the important peint to be made ia that the teacher should ba
available to helr the learner marshall what he already kaows about
language, and what he is learning, ‘nto useful proceduves for unlock.is
ideas in print.

8. Resding tasks are dictated by the nature of the lanpuage user,

the nature of the material, and the purposes to be met, There is no

spec’ific sequence of skills to be taught in reading instruction. Se-
quences of sikills to be learned in various reading programs have most
frequently Leen devised on the heses of speech development, develop-
mental needs of children, and/or the logical thinking of program de-
signers, In reality, though, sequence is only relevant when related
to the language knowledges and inadequacies of particular learners,
the nature of the material to be read, and the pwposes for reading.
Reading ukills are actually a system of strategies the learner acjuires
for discovering meaning, evaluating meaning, and utilizing meaning.
1f the stretegies are appropriate for the purpose of the reading cnd
the nature of the material on hand, & given reading task will be success-
ful.

In that light it behooves & teacher to help the learner diagnose his
langusge strengths and weaknessas in relation to the material to be reed.
Forr exasple: I the reader is beginning to encounter numerous words wWith

the vowel pattern of sa within them, and he is unedble to figure them out

o >
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H. Alan Robinsem - 10
even with the help of the existing context, the taeacher ahould structure
some help. He should be given opportunities.,using context familiar t:
him, to note that the vowel pattern of ea is most often pronounced in
two ways--e or &, He may then go back to the less fam{liar context and
try Lir new strategy. For those readers who have already generalized
the ea pattern, there is no need for thea to "be taught."

The nature of the material tc be used must also be carsfully ex-
plored for there is no reason for the learner toc attempt to acquire a
strategy at a given point in time when it will not be functional for
hizm. A complete resding program cannot be presented in any meaningful
way within the framework of any given set of reading materials. Strat-
egies for unlocking ideas should be acquired as a reader utilixzes
printed materials throughout a school curriculum. The wide variety of
pattarns of writing requires a variety of astrategies for intarpreting
tham. For example: It might be argued that cme strategy a maturs reader
ought to develop is the ability to note cause and effect relationships
in printed material. This strategy can be prasticed in some narrative
materials, but the cause-effect writing pattern occure mest often in
expository materials, particularly in gocial studies. Here, then, is
the most reasonable time and place to learn how to unlock ideas pre-
sented in a cause-effect pattern.

Purpose constantly interacts with both the reader, the writer, and
the material to he resd. Auy plece of material can be read utilizing
different strategies for different purposes, and the task ig hardly ever
clearcut. For exemple: If the reader e searching for the solutlon to

& problem, he dosan't care much whet the writer's purpose wasess as long

B
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H. Alan Robinson - 11
as tha {nformation {s avallalle. In all probability {f the writer's
purpose and tho reader's happenedito colncilde, the t:usk would be a
trifle casier. A vary different set of s:rategles has to be employed,
howaever, when the reader is trying to discover the writer's purpose--

particularly 1f the writing {e - mewhat subtle.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

When we look at reading from a psycholinguistic and/or sociolinguis-
tic viewpoint, wve become very much aware of the complexities involved
in having two people--the readsr and the writer--carry on a meaningful
dialogue. It pecomes evident that more study is needed of ti« process--
ér processes--of reading. But obviously psycholinguistic and soeclo-
linguistic {nsights exist which can be useful in gulding each lerrmer
to strengthen strategies as he or sha unlocks ideas {n a variety of

raterjalisa for muitiple purposes.
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