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ABSTRACT

This paper provides a rationale which rejects
misinformation, assumptions, and biases as bases for decision making
on the use of i.t.a. in teaching reading and writing to primary
school children. A discussion is provided which questions the reality
of professionalism in teacher-administrator populations as well as
the reality of a concern for the child. A further discussion of
strengths of i.t.a. programs as compared with typical similar
traditional orthography (T.0.) programs demonstrates that T.O.
constrains; such factors-as reactive inhibition and feature
characteristics of symbols are realities not accounted for in T.0.
programs rather than any weakness in the author's capabilities.
Rejection of the notion that traditional orthography is optimal for
reading-writing purposes is supported. . (Author/TO)
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While casting about for a title for my presentation, several
topics engaged my interest. It appeared to me that a reading audience
might be interested in such topics as

"The truth about dyslexia: once and for all," or "The Silent e

speaks up," or "Diphthongs and other Chinese vegetables," or even

"Everything you wanted to know about i.t.a. but were afraid to

ask."

It appears that this latter toplc might come closest to our
subject for today based on what Dr. Downing has already said. As I
listened, and I'm sure you recognized, rather than taking only a con
position, often he took a pro position by indirection. The questicn for
me night very well be what else 1is there left to say?

At the outset it should be said that Dr. Downing has offered one
possible disadvantage of the use of i1.t.a. in that the weakness of
students in terms of progress might be more apparent to his parents, but
he offered nothing to support his inclusion of weaknesses of teachers
and schools in his first "factual disadvantages",His second "factual
disadvantage" refers to grouping practices which might have been offered
as support for an argument against the prevailing educétional philosophy
vhich has trained teachers to tﬁink in terms of three groups and other
negative things, but this appears more to be an argument against those
teachers and schools where inordinate pressure to achieve by certain

points is the rule. I refer to the characteristic of some of the
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Junior School's Heads in Britain to assume that reading is something
only taug..t 1ir. the Infant Schools, that "when a child comes to Junior
School he knows how to rcad; that this is not something we teach",

and the attitude among some second grade teachers in America of "can't
be bothered". This attitdﬁe is nost typically scen in any T.0.
¢circumstance where the second grade teacher criticizes thz first grade
teacher as not having taught her class to read.

In neither case were persuasive arguments provided for the non-
use of i.t.a.; rather, éxcellent arguments were presented to demand a =~
revision of tcacher and head attitudes and thinking in T.0. schools--
remembering, of course, that all school years after the initial i.t.a.
period are Y.0. schools. -

In passing, Dr. Downing referred to so called salesman claims that
i.t.a. 1s a first grade program, or in England, an infant schocl pro-
gram. Vhile clearly and wisely pointiﬁg out that slower learners are
often not ready for transition either at the end cof grade one or the
end of the infant school, he neglected to emphasize that experience on
either continent has shown that the prupose of i.t.a., a reading
alphabet, is clearly met for the majority of children in the U. S.
in less than three fourths of a year. A claim in the U. S. that a
given program in i.t.a. for the average child is a first grade progranm
is therefore not only correct but might further be said to be poor
salesmanship since such a claim doesn't describe the many average
children who begin reading T. O. as early as Xmas of tne first year
on their own; doesn't describe the advantages for cither the bright or

the slow, etc.
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However, Dr. Douning spent most of his time arguing nct against i.t.a.
but .rather offcring information on prevailing attitudes toward 1.t.a.
some of which were significant, others less so. Wnat might tetter
have been done was an analysis of how such attitudes were generated and
rmight be changed: why so much fiction about i.t.a. exists in ocur pro-
Tessional texts; to whom the fictions on 1.t.a. can be traced, or why
our reading experts make statements about i.t.a. reflecting either a
wholesale lack of scholarship or less than minor study in such areas
as learning, 4ransfer effects, reactive inhibition, conservation,
decentraticn, etec.; and avsolutely no knowledge of the content or
design of existing materials.

To argue that attitudes about i.t.a. is an argument against the
use of 1.t.a. 1s not at all helpful to an understanding of the strengths
and weakness of the alphabet and lts usages.

While it 1s interesting to note that Nilson wrote that 1.t.a.
"has been adopted as the official beginning alphabet in British schools"
and describe this as an outrageous claim, it appears equally outrageous,
1f not more so, to have two reading "experts" mount convention podiums
and state some 5 years apgo that "England has dropped ita, and the U. S.
will follow directly." What Dr. Downing has done, in arguing that i.t.a.
promoters exaggerate panacea kinds of claims, when he uses such a
reference, i1s not to provide evidence that i1.t.a. proﬁoters have made
any panacea claims, but rather he provides a little evidence about the
extent of distortions of information in the reading field, the question-
able competency of editors who accept manuscripts without checking

validity of statements, etc. Rather than providing any information
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on false advertising clalims for i.t.é, which presumably lecd to reada’ng
specialist and other educators having disgust for 1.t.a., we can be led
tc believe that Nilscn somehow was related to published i.t.a. materi-
als and thzt he is guilty of false advertising claims. Of the sonme

80 people vwho can be identified as having some such relationstrips,

I'm not aware that he is one. George Heirer, Author of liow they Murdered

the Second R, on the other hand, quotes Betts, Sheldon, Srtache, Durrel

many others, all of whom have made.disparaging remarks avbout i.t.a in
the years 1962-1965, when 1.t.a. research was becoming avallable and
usage expanding, and identifies their ties to T.0. basal materials
directly. Such statements might have been identified as the basis

for some of the preﬁgignt attitudes and their biase% exposed. howevcr,
little that was sald 5y Dr. Downing was, as I read the manuscript,z
simple Con position. Among others, one very positive stalement on the
adequacy of the Alphabet does emerge. Some of you may remember that in
response to an article by Zeitz in 1964 that i.t.a. should be modified,
I took the position that such changes were, at that time, unwarranted.
My basis was realistic 1n that no evidence existed to indicate taat
Pitman's 1i.t.a. was 1n need of modification--Certainly our experience
in Bethlehem did not suggest this at that time. At a later time,
Downlng suggested some cﬂanges and quoted me as being the only person
opposed to a revision of i.t.a.

Since then my students and I have studied this question and, in

comparative studies with the A G S Alphabet, Distar, WES, and two

others were unable to find evidence that another alphabetic form was

better or that tinkering with Pitman's i.t.a. couid produce appreciable
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improvement. VWrnile it is plezsant to have confirmatary vindicztion for
my earlier position by Dcuning and his collearues that medifications of
i.t.a. would serve no useful purpose, it is Jjust such minor coritroveirsy,
answerable truly only in research, that has gencrated the attitude of
confusicn and misinformation and waiting for a new alphabet which

Dr. Downing identifies as existing.

I do not mean to imply that another a]phabctr?orm night not he
more suitable for spelling reform purposes. I mefely report that we
apparertly agree that no useful modification of i.t.a. has teen 7
generated for the purposcs i.t.a. was designed: 1initial teaching of
reauing.

Vhile rejeccting much of what wes desceribed as irrelevent tb our
purpose nere,let me recast the second of Dr. Downing's arguments.

By law, in all of the étates I've been able to study thus#ar, it is
clear that education {5 the schools exist for the benefit cof crildren.
While this seems an obvious fact, American educational prsctitioners
have not acted generally as if this werc so. Rather, it would appear
that that which is convenient for the adult has largely been the para-
mount guiding force instead of the child's development, his needs and
his interests. This matter of convenience has been recognized as an
insidious and pervading characteristic of our society. We know, for
example, that from the standpoint of diet, 5 small meals a day are
nore desireable to promote bodily hcalth and well-being than the three
square meals a day we generally follow; but what a nuisance threce meals
a day are, let alone five or six for the mother who prepares them!
Thus, three meals, thrce times a day at times convenient to adults

becomes the rule.
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Elementery school builéinss are most oftien tuilt, not fcr chltidrin

surely, else the decor hendle:z would be at child heirht. Curriculuin i3
dictated by the zdult-written Looks that school systens have purchzaced,
not Ly the development of chiléren. Torgetiing aduls neecds, assulp-
tions and convenlences, and examining the zverare child's behavior =s
he imitates ar:d cullis from his envirornent, we note that often he
indicates literacy hunger at three or four, not five, six or eight,

and vhen the child is hungry, he should be fed. Vow can we refuse

to feed his 1literacy hunger at thé earliest point in school? Furthrer-
rnore, how can we deny the perent the support he needs in providing the
child with literacy skills prior to formal schooling? No valia
argumentc support our present behavior except those based on assurmrtion
and convenience.

Program structure must be based on the child's motivation on
eatering school, else we 1o%2 the advantaze of the strongest force
for effecting learning. Rather than assuming a pos-ure that the "experis'"”
assumptions are correct, programs based on pedagogically and psychologi-
cally souvnd learning theory as these relate to children, a concern for
preventicn of failure, early intervention strategies, a mix of materials
and &approaches, should characterize our stance rather than one of
acceptance of convenience.

In the days beforc azccountability became a by-word, an attitude of
concern of a different sort was being discerned in some school districts.
Those districts had courageous administrative and educational practi-
tioners who sought solutions to the sceminecly never ending numbers of
children who were not succeeding in reading, who questioned their own

professional skills, who sought different ways to break the circle ¢

fallure, ego-damage, withdrawal, and negative attitude developreont
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characteristies of learanins €5 read and vrite in T.0. It was in
districts such as thesc that Pitrman's 1.t.2. was seen as an oynerounily

to provide a rational Ubasis for meetinc the child where he wns !'n his
developrent, for providing 1 psycholozically sound cencrcte to zbstrice

sequence of learning aciivity, for providine a pedogorically correct

=y

simple to complex seguence of learning activity, for zllowine the

child to develop deccding skills easily and well unencunmbered Ly rcaciive
& J <

inhibition, to develop writing skills commensurate with his oral

[N
[

language deveionment, his cdielect, his syntax, and expressive of h:
experiences.

Practiticners who vere interested in the child's developnent
recogrnized that it was possible, using Pitrman's i.t.a., to set iIn
motion a wholesale revision of the curriculum, to establish a basis for
indcpendent approaches o learning and to provide a basis for cortinu’n-
examination of strengths znd climination of weaknesscs in methodolopy
and grouping practices.

VWhile the attitude of acceptance of convenience for program and
procedure is true of some school personnel, the vast majority of thesc
can be grouped with the small initial band who broke away from traditions,
and traditional orthography as self-1limiting. Since T.0. has been
demonstrated as belng a significant and serious handicap to the learner,
and a major source of frustration to teachers in understan.ing where anrd
why the child 1is having difficuliy, no teacher or administrator can
afford any longer in this day of accountability to use the best tooi
available for understanding the process of acquisition of reading skili,

for identificatlon of learning difficulties, or bringing about releasc

from the lock-step prison of antique and irrelevant practices. To avoid
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being fired for incc.pcteonce {(witness the Cal

rujed in Javer of the parents ir their suit arainst the schoc) disiricy,

P Y

its teaclers, and the state on a failure to teach their son to recs -

o]

avolid being ruled against for lack of offering student's due proce:s

£

(witness the rurber of state

[

5 which have provided infsormation 1o s’.ic bt§
on their rights and privilegec),to avoid being publicly castigatcd

and/or sued for malprzciice (witness certification procedures which
demand demonstiration of performance competenecy), an administrator, far
from trying to hide his school's and teachers'inadequacies, must have a
clear view of such shortconings znd he can obtain that view best Ly the
use of i.t.a. Rather than making him or his teachers uncomfortahlc,

the use of i.t.a. allows teachers and administrators the opportunity to

study and correct deficlencies hidden by the complexity of T. O.

The advantages of i.t.a. are not simply that it permits the chilc

o

to learn to read easily and well.
Research here and abroad indicates that children:

l. advance more rapidly in reading and writing expericnce; zchiove
significantly superior reading st1ll at an earlier tine; read more
vwidely; and write more prolificelly, more extensively, and with a higher
degrece of proficiency, than their T. 0. counterparts and have no diffi-
culty in making a reading transition to T. 0. materials when they are
allowed to develop sufficient confidencc and efficiency.

2. develop very high spelliing skill in i.t.a. farily early. %The
transition to gspelling T. 0. in the two years subsequent to initial
reading is relatively easy when directed instruction and guidance in
srelling are given; and the achievement in spelling on standardized

tests and in creative writing is significantly better.

3. show a lack of the inhibitions in writing which are commonly
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found ea»ly in the first year, and hls cxpressiveness continucs

the secent and third years. Sisnificont azconmplishnients are found in

these children's creative writing in torm

]

of the number of runniy o=
words and the nuliber of polysylabic vords used snd, in relatiocn t.
some published series, originslity.

¥hen, howvever, an ana]&sis of subsiéiar}lcharacteristics is
made, we note that therc is

1. =z mariced reduction, to the point almost of eliminaticr, in

~

typical t-d and other letter confucsions suggesting that the desiin

i

O

Pitman's i.t.a. characters contain additional discriminative feabures
which are perceptually sipnificant in the learning process. Yhers
no modification of the character 1is made (n or n), interventicn

strategy to compensate was successful in adding discriminative featurcs

Yy
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Ye have observed that the use of i.t.2. in a published sexries

does not demand that a particular structure be used for the readirg-

L

writing program. HNo rule of prohibition or inhibition was discovere
in the use of i.t.a. as the introductory medium to the complex nota-
tional system: T.0. Thus an author's program could be tbased on his
philosophy of educating the child, on assumptions concerning the way

L

children learn best, or on studies of learning and researcl in readin

R

and writing.

The construction of a rcading program which utilizes i.t.2, to 2
maxinmum advantage therefore may be limited by a publisher's economic
neceds or an auther's philosophical vicws, but i.t.a., places no constralint

on either. While the vocabulary and interest ccatent of a reading
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pregran is not limited by 1.t.&., the word amalysis program is aluays
a reflection cf the structuse ¢f the orthography based on i.t.a. but,
arain, no particular ovganization is dceranded.

Wnen an author chooses to uce a lookh-s2y discovery approach to
word recognition, he should expezt{ that the limitations of the discovery
approach, prohibly as an effect of the punils lack of developrment of
conservation, will prcduce less skill than his materials might have
if he chose a didactic phonic approach. But he cannot assume an
inherent wcakness of i.t.a. since i.t.a. is only an alphabet which is
modiried by cight rules into an orthography. It is nhis lack of under-
sténding of learning thcory, etc. which has produced the effect, not
i.t.a. .

When an author chooses to use languape experience elements which
encourages and péograms written expression by the child almost from the
first day of school, he can 2xpect a somevihat lesser reading skiil
development than obtainable if writing is discouraged, but he can also
expect a significant out-pouring of written expression which has a long-
lasting effect on the child's ability to express himself confidently
and well. If he marries the lanfuape experience approach with deliberate
interventions from the traditional to prcmote self-reliance and self
directed expression, he can expect a long-lasting effect on the child's
ability to epproach such tasks with originality.

3. ¥%hile the above arc important to an examination of strengihs
and weaknesses, the effects of an i.t.a. beginning are more importantly
stuéied on longitudinal bases. In three such studies, (Bethlehem,
Bloomfield and Livingston) the replicated finding that

. a. A 75 to B0Z reduction in the need for remedial reading

[

post - i.,t.a, as comparced to T. 0, eounterparte is & major, sighif‘icaht,
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educational benofit for a school dist:’

et - - in teruis of beowvefit to
the child vwho has not had to suffer fcilure and epo-damare, and in
terms of eccnomlice benefit when reorieni:tion and use of staff relcused
from wasteful and negligbly effective remecdizl work 1is possible.

bt. TFurther findings that a reduction iIn failure rate by
more than €0% over a six year period or that reiredial reading needs
in an i.t.a. taught pcpulation vere 1argeiy in terms of comprehension
nzs

not cdecoding, more than suggests, it shrieks out loud, that i.t.z. !

such decided advanteges that one can only nod in agreement with

evoluaticn) who

Warburtor and Southeate (1.t.a.: an independent

indicatcd that "the best way to learn to rcad in T. 0. is to learn to

read in 1.t.2."

Vleaknesses of 1.t.a. usage, 1n cohtrast with the strengths of
i.t.a. itself, are legion. Dr. Downing has hinted at some of these,
but each of those that can be enumerated reflect instructicnal inadequncy,
philosopical bias, etc. and?gst a reflection of 1lnadequezcy of i.t.=z.

For example, the child who, having an i1.t.a. beginning, has not sufered

ego-damage, who has galined confidence in his ability to master the
complex process of learning to read, who has not been inhibited in
writing what he can say or think, and who 1s released early to an
independent learnin s approach, becomes a confident child, fearless in
his attack on reading and writing. le becomes a child strongly
independent of the feacher and what's more, he knows 1t. For teachers
who need a child's dependency on her, such a child is a difficult one
to deal with. VWhile we'd all agree developing confident, independent

learners 1is an outcome of any school situation and thus is a strength of

i.t.a.'s usage, at the same time because he wvants to do it himself,
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such a lcarner czuses tcachers who want to feed, instruct or tell,
much difficulty. That kind of child wants to do the telling, finding
out, researching, reading and even dares to ask why he must do things
for which he has no need.

Based ¢n all of the above, i.t.a. as an alphabet apoears without
peer. As a concept, utilized in education, it has dem aved the
horribly damaging weakness of T.0., has permitted us to see how bad
traditional orthography is for a child and the illiterate of any age.
We can only conclude at this stage, that except for a few linguistic
scholars 1like Chomsky, traditional orthography is omptimally bad and
should be complctely rep._aced.

In case you mistake me, I am calling for a spelling reform, and,
until that day, the use of Pitman's 1.t.a. for‘teaching reading and

writing to all illiterates, child or adult. The two should not be

confused. 1i.t.a. is an alphabet which when given an orthography

produces a reformation of spelling for initial teaching purposes. A
spelling reform could start with a new alphabet but doesn't require one.
A spelling refrom is permanent through the grades and in all print.
i.t.a. is a transitional medium for use in gaining skill in reading ard

writing our miserably spelled but marvelously rich and graceful languacge.

I



