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- . Discussion of Resuits of a Study of Farly Reading Responses of Young

I T

Children in the Finnish Lastentarha  *

Introduction

>

. Some msin‘lts mto the 1earmng to read frocess are readily available in

children's rasnonses tc.print ipn their natural, everyday anyironcent. Clue;

to 'chﬂdf‘en's understanding of Ianguaoe and the stratagies they use as they

.

12arn to read can B2 uszad by teachers in their g!ecisions}about reading in-
struction.- (22) This report is a discussion of the results of an investigation

of early veading rasponses ef yeung children in the Finnish Lastentarha. T |
The ;-esxﬂts of the study in Finland do not suppért the epphasis on 2 phonic ]
1

o anproach to beginning readmg instructwn, nor the importance of a highly regular

- orthogranhy in the nrocess of learnina to read. The results challenge the

belief that grapheme-phoreme regularity is a critical factor in" the onset of

- *

reading. \

To question the validity of a phonic approa?h, to becinning reading 1s to -
1 commit ed&cational_ heresy. Tt; draw implications for teaching from observatidhal
data is conde:med as nonﬁnte]’:éctual »_non-scientific inspirational dreaming.
In the absence of a rigorous. eontrolled” experiment this study does not con- .

tribute to a model of how children learn to read. On the other hand, the absence

‘ of highly stringent controls aoes allow for quntar’xeous reactions and responses
N by the child to the "test" situations designed for collecting data on the onset .
= of réadim. ’ ‘ _0, ’ -
f; ~ buring the spr’ina of 1971 the vriter made a study of‘early reading responses
EYI{IIC of fou;, five and six year oids in the mesh Lastentarha (preschool)
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Thg study in Finland sought clues to th2 onset of reading when beginning feading ‘
instruction fbcusesﬂén 2 9hooetiq,§§proébh (tavaaninen), and ithen the ]angyaqe, .
such as Finnish, ﬁgs a hiﬁhiy phonetic rzgularity. The 1957 investication of
early reading responses of young c?ildrentestedthe theorv 4that cﬁiidren begin
the reading nrocess naturally in a print env@rcnment by discoverina f;r themselves
that printed words are substitutes for audible symbols used to identify objects, ..

ctions and situations. The conclusions suppert the thesis that a young child ‘
_rroceeds threugh the process of learpipg to read ‘as paturally as he learns to -
taik gnd understand Tanguage, and as personally and <reatively as his‘cﬁriosity
and exploratery behavior present poséfbilities. Reading, tbgn,Ais 2 natural
igutq}outh of language develosment and is not entirely dependent én'the phonetic
prorerty of the printed symbol. .

. - Peading Insiruction in Finland

1t is assumed by some that the high 1itezracy rate in Finland is due to

- the ohonetic regularity of the lanquage. Peading is not taught formally in
the Lastentarha and children are not éxrosed to forrial reading until thg age

of seven. The Esikoulu concept, advocated by a 1570 Committee of the .

<

Valtioneuvosto (government) will advance formal reading instrucfion to age six.

(2) Rencrts from Finland inqicaté that budget problems and other unresclved

.

considerations have ket the Esikoulu 1e9is1é}ion from being implemented except

-
=

in a pilot form.
Teacher; teach readinn formaily to seven vear olds as if they vere illiterate

(12) Reading as it is taught is not treated as a Ianguaée component. Children
, ~

first learn letters frcm a primer and combine them to make short words. 1In

-

Rikaarpe Aapinen (11), for éxample, a child begins by learning A a, I i, Al
ai, 0 oi, Mn. Then the word MAA {(earth) is learned: then TATTI (toadstool);

then a sentence CTA O4A TATTI (fake your own toadstool). The text increases in

-

difficulty to the fourth or fifth reader Tevel.
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‘Thg order of presentation of Tatters varies among publishers. 'kanuals resemble
our American basal reader maruals and most teachers adhere strittly,to the sug-
. cestions in thg:aanuél. Children are—tqught to put sounds to the letters so
beginning reading instruction is mainly orcl reading. A typical manual fera - )
basal reader stressas talking, 1isten§ng, singing, arts and crafts, music,
fields trips and all manner of creative activities. In reading instruction
sounding is a separate function. The Esikoulu Xokeiluopetus - suunitelma (24)
. of 1772 states that a_young child's cognitive grewth or knovledge of the world |
‘ around hin s not aided by sounding vut a word if he doesn't know what the vord
neins. Thus, the Esikoulu curriculum stresses the crowth and devéiopment
. activities ciaracteristic of a1l good preschools and does noy‘emphasfze the
jmportance of shonics. L
7 The study by the writer sought cluss io the child's parceptions of ;he
B A#ﬁf"’ """ "réaﬁing act. More saecificaliy,\%he study attempted to test the belief that
the onset of reading“is ot dependent on phonic instruction, whet®er in the
Finnish language or any other language. _The writer’'s investigation followed the
f format of a previous study (23) whi;h used photographs*of printediuord symbols
‘in the everyday, world of a child. Sixty two children vere tested, interviewed .
and observed.’ Each child 11as shown a éﬁotcgraph of a vord in its natural
setting and was asked, "¥hat dogs this vord say?" Than‘a-draqing=or representa- |
tien of the photagraph was used because reading texts usually use draﬁings. The
printaed Word symﬁol was tien shown in its impediate'setting using laess associated
contaxt than in therphoyonraph. A fourth sten, the nrinted word svmbol in ’ -
isolation, testad recodnition of the word after a child abstracts it from its
cettina, Yords used in sentences tested the child's recocnition of vorlis in

trtal context.

4




Tise tyenty five vords are: POSTI - Post Gffice; PARKKI - bank; ;- MYATTI - sale:

OSTG- huying; LINPSA- so»* drink; Pepsi Cola; Coca Cola; Kadak AVGIRNA -

open; LELUJA - toys;’B&PERIA - paper; TARJOLS- offering or sale; BBARI - coffee

shCP;_GULULAIﬁEﬁ - trade 7a?e.fbr breads MUSTARERUSYA - black berry*juiée;

APTEEXT ~ ¢rugstoré; ARKISI& - week 13ys; LAUANTAI - Saturdé}; K -‘stqre,

Jug - dripki VALINTA - subennarket; 1LCISTA PA#thlSTA ~ Rappy Easter; OLUT - -
beer: JAATELO -~ fce croam: TALVIKUYAT - nﬁnter seene. -

Yo ouantification oﬁrdata was made in the Firnisﬁ study. Fifty-three of
the sixtystwo subjects knew all or some of the printed words in the photographs.
Fbrty;subjects kazw a1l the words. Hline did not know any of the words. Tuenty-
three knew sene of the words in isoiatio;. None of .the children knew all the
rords in isolation. lio reccrd was made of the socio-economic status of the sub-
iects, the iéielliqenc, quot1ent or the siblinc relationship in the famlly. ) § 3
:as obvicus that more older children {s1x vsar b]ds),knew more words than either

: « e

five or four vears olds. Cne four year old wnew all the words fn the photogranhs

and some in isolation.

Verbatim Report

A complete verbatim report of the children's responses is too extensive to
be included in this writing.. Clues to a child;s discovery of the readind>process
can be drawn from the resnonﬁ;s to the question, "What does®his Qbrd say?”

. .
Reports of the children's snontaneous rzmarks about their rnadinu give clues to

the cogn1t11n proc¢ssesthatunder&1e learning and clues .to answers to some
questions about phonic instruction in reading. .

The children’s resnonses are part of the fabric of éuestions'teachers ask. . -
What happens when the emphasis is only on spelling - sound relationships? [o
children see the relationship betwsen what they do when they soand out words (tavaa)
and what they do when they read? Is pronounceability of words helpful for chjldrgnA

”~

learning to read? . .0

L]
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* Is it effective because th2 subject “"savs it to aimsel¥’ and it scunds right?

Neaf subjects m. jtsans®, Shurcliff's ond anas’ (3) research d_'ifferenti{a‘ted

u

-

nonsense mrds ,y orthoaranhic structure alone. Would neaningful words make d

difference? Does the child have to jdentify the word befox;e ke decidas how to

oronounce it? {7)
"1 know that’s PAHIKI | because 1 see tieP (pointing to tne upper circle of

P)." WHhen I'm in the ban® 1 sea PANKKI. The fo11m1ing is 3 scontaneous comment,
"When I'm in the Post Office T see POSTI.® The word POSTI had not been showm to
the child at this point.

Is the circle in? a signifi‘cant graphic cue to word recognition for this
child? :”Pre-reading children annarently have little difficulty in "dea‘ling with
Jetters as stimuli (ns:ce recognition of P} but a great deal of difficulty with
letter -sounds as resnonses.” (13) The child's use of orior exnerience and know-
ledge of vhere the vord is usually seen, {*in the bank I see PANKKI") is evident.
Did the child use tfe contour of the h’br&? Sibson (%) writes, *Not only is
differentiaticn poor ithrnt internal %nalysis, but without such analysis there
would be a9 hAsis for trap;fer to new words.® Bibson (5) contends that children
devzzloh sensitivitv to di fferences in PY"I nt by being exposed to plenty of word-
Tike foms. Children vho ms'em, swﬂhng sysgﬁms of their ov'n use letters for

sounds and draw alphaketic rules and succeed on their own in phonemic abstraction.

© (6)
' Concretenass (z-tor}is with physical r;ferents) or aﬂb;tracgﬁéss of viords seemed
t0 effect meaning and word recognition. Children define concreteness through
function, category,description and nlace relationship. F) frequem::y and familiarity
dimension effects the concreteness variable. The child uses associated context,
his Kknovledge of the world around him. "We have Pepsi in Finland‘, it's a soft
drin!{. 1 don't know how'to read it but I just know it.” His motivation and

interest is inp the meaning he putsg'into the symbol from his expérience. The

child ras a'sked why saving the word isn‘t reading it.
- >° o A




He answered tihat sgyirg is sasy when vou koow the m;rd. Fe added that smgtiaes

5

he says the letters but he do2sn't know the word. ]
“"That word Tarjous w2ans bargain or for sale but I can't say the word."

Tha child nmceedéd to say it and with a giggle of sur{:ri#e said, "It is  for sale,

it's tarjous. That's the first time I've read it.”

The chﬂdﬁsed context to guess at the mfd, focusing or araphic 1nfom:;tion
to produce the “seund” he discovered he Had in his Tanquage. Althouah the child
had not heen tautht he read the word. Did he profit from the hiah Tetter-sound-
consistency? Did he decode the word first? He said he couldn't say it but
after reporting on its meaning, Le said it. Foes the child have to be taught
decoding approaches and does 'mfzaning coma. automatically with deceding to sound?
Analysas of childran's cral readine miscuzs provide insight into the reader's
implicit Enovlcdge of ﬁangu'aé'e am reading and sungestions for answering these
cuestions. (2)

\}eber‘s (20) studies indicate that children seek tomake sens2 out of print
using mean:ingfuT-language sense more than grapheme-phoneme features. Through
experience and fam_ﬂiarity ﬁith’ the printed w;rd"syml;oh through acting on the

2
word, a child cets to know a word just as he "knows"” or recognizes his vorld of

-
-

objects, actions and events.
Smith (lfl postulates a featyre analytic model of the word rocognition -

process admitting that we don'rt know the rules by which 1t §s accomplished.
"We leave that part of ’lear;ﬁng to the child himself.” (17) The respons;z to
many words 1ndicatéd specific graphic features were sjngled out by the reader
as significant cues to be remembered: 5 in PEPSI, P in PANNKI, the Jogo in“the
hank, K in KODAK. - ' '

~ Unon seeing the BAARI a child said, "I know BAARI. 1It's where we eat. I
can say. each letter (c:'md pmnted to each 1etter as he named each one.) Some=-’

day 1'11 Tead " The HMRI refers to rpstaurant.
’ . . 7
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The child sgemed to separate reading from sounding for he said BAARI vhen ile sav 1

|

the word not after he said the latter pames. It is easy to categbrize spclling
sound-relationships in the hishly reqular phonetic Finnish language for there is

minimal interference and autormatic decoding strategies can be easily discovered.

Yet, the subjects in this study were at different levels of ability and awareness

sound-symbol relaticnship for himself and has to oroanize his discoveries in a

|
- 1
and reported that “sounding is not reading.”—In rcading, the child discovers the |
lanquage system he knows. HNeaning precedes sounding in.word recognition and the

rea‘er moves fron médning to confirmation throush sounding. (18)

CAIKI /9pen) was given as a resnonse to 5\!_0_1_0! (opee). The child recoanfized
the sinflarity of meanini; an3 his word recoqnition was based on the knowledie of
his lagnuace. ) A )
OSEPSPAHKKI was recognize{ by association with a Togo which is the trademark
of cooperative banks. Another child said, "I have seen that mark many times. i
That's-the sign on banks. ‘j "PANKKI is h/o PCLIIST (pohce) 1 know the word }
POLIIQI hecause we Tive near one.” |
A child retaqnizedjggfg but said he didn't know the S in it. “If you tell 1
me I can learnr it. I have to try to remember it. Pitad Ahkeroita muistamaan.* i
Some children resronded, "En M_Tunne" which 1s "I don't recognize" used in 1
nersonal refarence, and others said "En Tieda,” used in reference t(; knowing
facts or 1nf§rmation. ﬁhﬂdren achieve specificity of usage as they mature in
their Tanaquage use. < T - . <
A child traced the initi21 K in KODAX because it was nct"c‘ieaﬂy visible
in the photograph. "I have to see the whole w;;rd although I know 1t is Kodak.

. Ne have one at home."”

For APTEEKI a cm]d said ”LAAKEITA (medicine). An APT'-'EKI is a"druqstore.
A sign with the word PAPERIA (papner) above LELUJA (toys) was read as 1f the
two tords were in a phrase, paper toys. The child dropped the fimal A in M
(mbun) to make PAPERI (adjective). 8 : -




He chanced the part of snexch to fit the manin{;he put inio it. |
One child safd "ARKISIN' (weck days) is Tik2 his friend's naoe, TINO
SARKISIN. The pattern ;ﬁs faniliar but b2 didn*t sound out the word.
‘ ILOISTA PPASIAISTA (Happy Easter vas faniliar to all. One child said,
MILAISTA JOLUA" (Merry Xeas). ' ;

g “The children sounded sords correcti: and easily whethar they knew what they .

meant or not. Many children said "tavaaninen ef ole Tukemista” or sounding 1s
not reading. Most teachers in Fin‘!'a:#:} tonsidereq sounding out words and letters
as a necessary pre-reading activity. Gibson {7} writes “For children learning

to read, easypronunciationmay be helpful bui even then only during the initial

phases of reading.” Baron 2nd Thurston {3}, hoever, found that pronounceability

or the sound of the word was not an effective variabls in word recognition and .
meamng can be darived fron vi =ua3 analysis alone.
Inzﬂicat’mns for Classroon Instrugtfon
Semantic precessing contributes to word recagﬁit_ion nrocesses as seen in

’the cﬁiidren’s reéognition of sorme vorgs and -nan-rec{)gnitien of tha letters. in
the words. Is knowing isolated words different fren perfcrmance in readin;g

sentences? 1Is the reading task different in different languages? Thorndike (19)
- asks, “Is reading national a;xd Tanquage specific?” Mary of the Finnish childgen
knew tie English words CRACKER, KODAK, COCA CGLA, PEPSI.

| Kelated research presents differing points of view. A study by Venezky . -

(20} suggeststhat the high Jetter sound ability of the Finnish child does not

guzarantee high readine ability. Douglas' (1) study in Norvay stressed thie im-

. sortance of phonetic regularity in the onset of reading and Mildreth (10) in her ’
| )

studv of earlys reading in Pussia four;d that the cmsisteﬁt ratfonal alphabet of

|
\ tho Tanouage coptributes to the eaé}f and rapid early sgceess of besinning readers.

The. resiults of this studv are significant for th:f:‘lassroom teacher wbo must
FRIC . be aware of learning strategies children use when thay first begin the reading
Q )

3
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process. c'im:e l2arning to read is prt totally Cepen"mf cn formal instruction,
prescriat‘lvp teaching packages cesiynzd to effect the onset of reading must be
of guasticnable value. ?eachiq,q strategies based on spelling-sound relation- .
shins are not sunported by clues from children’s responses fo print.
The complex interaction process of early reading reguires ; rich contextual
settina. Children nead ruch time and opportunity to tap all possible sources.
of information to find out what the print says. The chﬂd‘S language exverience
. is-his bgst source. Despite the anparent ease with which F‘Imish'qhi]drenrlelm
the sounds of letters and the simple hredictablo spelling to sound correspondence,
) childrep renorted they fave to know the word before they can read. "Sounding
does not nroduce meaning and the success of phonic instruction is ultimately
denerifent on the cthild's cognitive abilities. (2} Fach child in the study seemed
to construct‘ his own rules and strategies for rgmbering.
Teachmg 1etter-§ound rejationchins is of questionalile value because 2
= child nust grasp tha ]dﬁa for hims21f as his Gurwsity leads him to test his
theories of vhat a word is. Teaching children to expect a one-to- oné letter-
‘S9und correspondence. is not useful for word identification when a reader needs
to identify a word before he pronounces it. Ecpecially in a lar:guége not as
nhonetically reqular as Finnish, a child may find transfer diffif:u‘lty in later -
reading if he is led to rely on a one to one’spund-s:mbo‘l gorrespondence.
]'he hynothesis that children discc;ver reading_on their own is not just a wish
mthout reality, dJust as "discovery is not manageabie" so 1earmng to read can-

. - not be "nanaged" bv phonic mstructmn and teachers can only share in nurturing

§ts. grouth. (15’) - .
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